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A New Church in a New Land:
The Founding of Det Danske
Evangeliske Lutherske Kirkesamfund
i Amerika
INTRODUCTION
Dana College, Blair, Nebraska, and Grand View College,
Des Moines, Iowa, are the two surviving institutions of
higher education founded by Danish immigrants in the
United States. One part of a year-long celebration of Dana's
centennial in 1984 was the publication of a new history of the
college and its parent institution , Trinity Seminary. Entitled
A Place Called Dana , the book was released October 5
during Dana 's Homecoming observance.
In the opening chapter of A Place Called Dana reprinted below - Petersen describes the events which led to
the establishment of Det Danske Evangeliske Lutherske
Kirkesamfund in Amerika (The Danish Evangelical Lutheran
Church Association in America) in 1884. Often called the
"Blair Church" because its headquarters and seminary were
located in that community, this branch of Danish Lutheranism in North America merged in 1896 with a group of likeminded immigrants, who had broken away from the Danish
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America two years earlier,
to form the United Danish Evangelical Church. The United
Church existed for sixty-four years before joining with
churches of German and Norwegian backgrounds to create
the American Lutheran Church in 1960.
by PETER L. PETERSEN
It was mid-September, 1884. Eight years had passed
since the Centennial of the United States, a celebration
marred briefly by shocking news from the West - the death
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of General Custer and his men at the Battle of the Little Big
Horn. Across the nation rival supporters of Grover Cleveland and James G. Blaine were already at work on what soon
degenerated into one of the most scurrilous presidential
campaigns in American history. Vivid memories of the Civil
War still affected the voting behavior of many among the
country's population of fifty-five million. At Hyde Park, in
upstate New York, Franklin D. Roosevelt was nearing his
third birthday; a thousand miles to the west, Missourians
John and Martha Truman had a four-month-old baby boy
named Harry.
In eastern Nebraska there was already a hint of fall in
the air. Pasture and hay lands had started to turn brown,
while in the com fields which dotted the region's fertile hills
and valleys, the rich green of summer was slowly losing out
to the tans and beiges of autumn. Because the arduous task
of harvesting corn by hand would not begin for several
weeks, it was an ideal meeting time for farm people. At a
little country church, near a place called Argo in southern
Burt County, men were gathering. Largely from Nebraska,
Iowa, and Minnesota, they were coming to form a new
Lutheran church body in America. And although Dana
College was still a thing of the distant future, the meeting at
Argo that September set in motion some of the events which
led to its creation.
The people who came to Argo one hundred years ago
were Danish immigrants - recent participants in the largest
folk migration in history. In the century between 1814 and
the beginning of World War I, 52,000,000 Europeans left
their ancestral homes and moved to the United States or
some other country in the new world. Among this veritable
flood of migrants were more than 300,000 Danes, a tiny
fraction of the total European emigration, but a number
equal to about ten percent of the Danish population in 1900.
The Denmark of today is a peaceful, prosperous nation
whose citizens enjoy one of the highest standards of living in
the world. In the second half of the nineteenth century,
however, Denmark was undergoing a population boom
which strained its limited land and resources. Throughout
-6-

much of the western Europe a sharp decline in infant
mortality, due largely to the development and use of
vaccines, had caused the population to grow beyond the
ability of agriculture to adequately feed it and industry to
fully employ it. Compounding
Denmark's
domestic
difficulties was a disastrous war with the Germans which
had resulted in the loss of Slesvig and other territories to
Austria and Prussia in 1864. In a recent study of Danish
emigration during its peak years, 1868-1900, Kristian Hvidt
describes Danes of that time as restless and often dissatisfied.
In much of the nation, improvements in travel, communications, and education had brought about a gradual realization
that there were possibilities for a better life outside the
village or the social circumstances of one's birth. The
ambition for better living conditions, what Hvidt calls
"social buoyancy," was soon being expressed in greatly
increased internal and external migration. Many Danes
whose unsatisfied ambitions had caused them to leave home
traveled only to the nearest town where the growth of
industry was creating a demand for workers. Others,
however often lured by "American letter" from earlier
emigrants, joined the trans-Atlantic migration to the "distant
magnet" of the United States. 1
Because industrialism
came relatively
early to
Denmark, particularly in comparison to Norway and
Sweden, factories in Copenhagen and the burgeoning
provincial towns were able to absorb much of the initial
population growth. Thus Danish emigration tended to be
both later and smaller than that of its Nordic neighbors.
Although American census material, especially in the early
years, must be used with caution, it appears that there were
slightly more than 30,000 Danes in the United States by
1870. In contrast, the same census reports more than 114,000
Norwegians and nearly 98,000 Swedes. Forty years later, the
census of foreign born in the United States lists 665,207
Swedes, 403,887 Norwegians, and 181,649 Danes. In both
1870 and 1910, Danes were far less concentrated than
Swedes and Norwegians in any given geographic area. 2 In
sum, Danish immigrants to the United States were later in
-7-

time of arrival, fewer in number, and more widely dispersed
than other Scandinavian-Americans.
With the exception of about 5,000 Mormons in Utah
and scattered settlements of Methodists, Baptists, and
Seventh Day Adventists, the vast majority of these early
Danish immigrants were Lutheran and at least nominal
members of the Folkekirke, the Danish folk church.
(Technically not a "state church" after the end of political
absolutism in 1849, the Church of Denmark was and still is
state-supported.)
In the absence of established Danish
Lutheran Churches in the United States, those among the
pre-1870 Danish immigrants who were religiously inclined
tended to affiliate with Norwegian, Swedish, or "Scandinavian" Lutheran congregations. But as the number of Danes in
the United States began to rise sharply after 1870, there was
increased yearning among them for churches and pastors of
their own.
At the same time, there was a gradual awakening in
Denmark to the need for mission activities among Danes in
the United States. Letters began appearing in various
religious publications urging evangelism in America. In 1867
Claus Laurits Clausen, a Dane who had served for more than
twenty years as a pastor among Norwegian and Danish
immigrants in Wisconsin and Iowa, returned to his
homeland for a visit. While in Denmark he traveled and
spoke widely, describing conditions in the United States and
beseeching Danish religious leaders to send pastors to work
among their countrymen overseas. In part because of
Clausen's fervent pleadings, the "Commission to Further the
Preaching of the Gospel Among Danes in North America"
was formed in 1869. Although the "Commission" was an
independent and private body, it was recognized by the
Danish government and received financial support from the
state.
Before the Commission could send its first missionaries
to the United States, an event occurred in Iowa that would
have profound significance in the subsequent history of
Danish-American
Lutheranism. At St. Ansgar, where
Clausen was the pastor of a sizable Norwegian congregation,
-8-

eighteen pastors and three laymen met August 10-16, 1870,
to form the "Conference for the Norwegian-Danish
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America." Ironically, with
the exception of Clausen, there was not a single Danish
pastor in the entire Conference. If events went according to
plan, however, this would soon change. Already Clausen
was in touch with friends in Denmark urging them to send
Danes to enroll at Augsburg Seminary, the Conference's
newly established school located first at Marshall, Wisconsin, and after 1872 in Minneapolis. 3
Meanwhile, the Commission in Denmark had finally
arranged to send three workers to the United States.
Arriving in New York on June 12, 1871, Pastor A. C. L.
Grove-Rasmussen, lay preacher Anders Sixtus Nielsen, and
student Rasmus Andersen paused only briefly before
hurrying on to Danish settlements in the Midwest. GroveRasmussen's assignment was to take an inventory of
conditions among Danish immigrants to aid in determining
the feasibility and extent of future mission activities.
Accordingly, he traveled extensively going as far west as
Grand Island, Nebraska, before returning to Denmark.
Nielsen soon accepted a call to the Danish-Norwegian
Evangelical Lutheran Church in Cedar Falls, Iowa. Because
he was not a theological candidate from the University of
Copenhagen, Danish authorities refused to ordain Nielsen
when he returned to Denmark to get his family. Seemingly
undaunted, Nielsen went back to Iowa where Clausen
ordained him at St. Ansgar. The following year Nielsen in
turn ordained Rasmus Andersen after the latter had
completed a year of study at Augsburg Seminary.
By this time Nielsen and Andersen were not alone in
their religious labors among Danish immigrants. Niels
Thomsen, a former missionary to India working on a Kansas
farm, consented in 1871 to a call from a Danish congregation
in Indianapolis, while missionary Adam Dan accepted an
almost simultaneous call from his post among Syrian
orphans in Jerusalem to a congregation at Racine, Wisconsin. Nielsen, Andersen, Thomsen, and Dan - often called
the "first four" of Danish Lutheranism in the United States -9-

assembled for the first time at Waupaca, Wisconsin on June
29, 1872, for Andersen's ordination.
Three months later Dan and Andersen met again, this
time at Neenah, Wisconsin. Together with some laymen,
they formed a ministerial association called the Kirkel gh
Missionforening (Church Mission Society), and laid plans
for a bimonthly paper named Kirkelig Samler (Church
Gatherer). The September 7-9, 1872 meeting at Neenah is
generally considered to be the beginning of the first Danish
Lutheran synod in the United States.
Why did these Danish pastors not join the already
existing Norwegian-Danish Conference? Representatives of
the Conference had extended an invitation to them months
earlier. Answering for all four, Dan had declined the bid,
explaining that he and the others still saw themselves as part
of the Church of Denmark. This is evident in the great care
taken by members of the new organization to stress that they
had formed a society and not an independent church body. It
was not until 1874 that the name Danish Evangelical
Lutheran Church (hereafter the Danish Church) was
assumed and it was an additional four years before a
constitution was adopted. Despite these early and repeated
professions of loyalty, the Church of Denmark denied
ordination to the pastors of the Danish Church and provided
it with only token financial assistance. By the time leaders of
the Danish Church came to the unhappy realization that
they were largely on their own, theological disputes and
other quarrels had placed serious obstacles in the way of
forming a united presence among Danish Lutherans in the
United States. 4
These conflicts were primarily an outgrowth of divisions within the Church of Denmark. By the last third of the
nineteenth century, there were three readily identifiable
factions or groups within the Church
Center,
Grundtvigian, and Inner Mission. The Center had developed
early in the century as a reaction to the deadening rationalism which had sapped much of the Church's evangelical
spirit. A major leader of the movement was Jackob Peter
Mynster (1775-1854), pastor of the Copenhagen cathedral
- 10-

and later bishop of the Zealand diocese. Because Mynster
and many of his followers had little interest in lay participation and were strong supporters of the institutional church
with its definite ritual and administrative order, they were
of ten called the "high church" party. 5
The founder and leader of the second faction was one of
the most famous figures in all of Danish history, Nikolaj
Frederik Severin Grundtvig (1783-1872). Like Mynster,
Grundtvig fought against the lifelessness of rationalism.
Troubled by doubts about his own faith, Grundtvig
struggled until at last he found peace in the belief that
Christianity was not a set of convictions or reasoned
arguments but rather the "love and power of a living God."
Continued study led eventually to his "matchless discovery"
in 1825 that the living word of God was to be found in the
Apostolic Creed and the sacraments. The Bible, Grundtvig
came to believe, was a source of Christian enlightenment but
it was not the wellspring of Christianity. "We shall not stand
on the Bible and search for faith," he said, "but stand on
faith and read the Bible." Those who came to share Grundtvig' s rejection of the Bible as the only source and standard of
Christian faith and life were soon identified as Grundtvigians. 6
Grundtvig's influence went far beyond theology. A
fervent nationalist who repeatedly reminded his countrymen
of their glorious heritage, particularly during the dark days
of the Slesvig struggle, he also wrote poetry, historical
studies, and a remarkable number of hymns. Many consider
him to be the "father" of the folk school movement, that
uniquely Danish contribution to adult education . He did
much to create modern Denmark and in the process attracted
a great following, though eventually some turned against
many of his theological arguments. Perhaps Paul Nyhoem
put it best when he once described Grundtvig as "an
exceedingly complex figure who during a long and stormy
life, and an enormously productive one, exercised an
immense influence in a number of areas." 7
The Inner Mission was the third major faction with the
Church of Denmark. 8 Early in the century, "godly gather-11-

ings" had begun among spiritually-awakened
elements of
Denmark's
rural
population.
Initially
ecclesiastical
authorities had sought to ban these assemblies, but eventually they were allowed to continue. In 1853 a group of
laymen formed "The Association for the Inner Mission." Its
stated purpose was "to arouse life among those who were
sleeping in sin, to counteract the formation of sects, and, if
possible, to lead those who have strayed back to the Father's
House whence they have drifted." The Association sent out
as its first missionary a blacksmith named Jens Larsen. The
movement made little headway and seemed on the verge of
collapse when in 1861 it came under the vigorous and
dynamic leadership of Pastor Vihelm Beck (1829-1901). Beck
gave the movement badly needed direction and momentum
for the next forty years.
At first the Association only sent colporteurs to sell
religious tracts and books. Soon some of these sojourners
were commissioned as lay ministers and began holding
revival meetings in private homes, out-of-doors, or in public
buildings when denied use of the local church. From these
humble beginnings came a great revival which swept over
much of Denmark. Stressing repentance and the development of a personal faith, these Inner Mission preachers called
upon converts to renounce such activities as drinking,
dancing, gambling, and Sunday labor. This piety and
demands for a literal Biblical interpretation put the Inner
Mission in sharp contrast to some of the more worldly
Grundtvigians. 9
Nonetheless both groups accepted the Lutheran
confessions and considered themselves to be part of the
Church of Denmark. There were frequent arguments, but
, the presence of the Center mitigated some of the conflict.
Perhaps, too, the sobering realization that the state would no
longer provide them with financial assistance if they
separated from the Folk Church calmed the more extreme
elements. Beck and Grundtvig, moreover, had warned their
respective followers about the follies of sectarianism. Thus
the two great revival groups managed to co-exist, albeit at
times uneasily, within the broad and tolerant confines of the
-12-

Church of Denmark. Whether such co-existence could be
maintained in the greatly different environment of America
was another question.
The "first four" pastors who founded in 1872 what was
to become the Danish Lutheran Church were in many ways
representative of the diversity of the Church of Denmark.
Their theological position, as published in the first issue of
Kirkelig Samler, was such that virtually every Danish
Lutheran could subscribe to it. Not until the mid-1880s,
when the Danish Church took action to establish a seminary
in the United States, would the long-smoldering feud
between Grundtvigian and Inner Mission burst into flame.
By that time there already was a Danish Lutheran
Seminary in America - Trinitatis Seminarium at Blair,
Nebraska. If measured solely in terms of faculty, students,
curriculum, and physical plant, Trinity only marginally
merited the designation of seminary when it opened late in
the fall of 1884. The entire student body - four young men
- lived and attended classes in the home of the school's
single faculty member, a young pastor with little formal
education and even less teaching experience. Yet in historical
perspective, the rudimentary theological classes undertaken
in these simple surroundings mark two major milestones in
Danish-American history: the opening of the first Lutheran
Seminary in the United States exclusively for the training of
pastors to work among Danish immigrants; and the
beginnings of the educational institution which came to be
known as Dana College. 1o
The roots of Trinity Seminary reach back into the
"Conference." As noted earlier, when Clausen and the others
formed the Norwegian-Danish Conference in 1870, they did
so with the anticipation Danish immigration would grow to
the point that the Danes could stand alone. From the
beginning, then, both Danes and Norwegians in the
Conference looked forward to the happy day when the
Danes would be able to strike out on an independent course.
Because the Conference had taken a strong position against
what some Lutherans were already calling the "Grundtvigian
heresy," there was little likelihood that the departing Danes
-13-

would unite with the evolving Danish Church. In some
ways, the Norwegians confronted an awkward dilemma. On
the one hand they wanted to see a "theologically correct"
Danish synod established as soon as possible. But on the
other hand, they did not want to push the fledgling Danes
out of the nest before they were ready to fly. The solution
was a series of intermediate steps. In 1875, the Danish pastors
within the Conference - all four of them - formed a special
mission committee to work among immigrants from their
homeland. Two years later, again with encouragement from
the conference, the Danes began their own publication,
Dansk Luthersk Kirkeblad (Danish Lutheran Church
Paper). 11
These tentative steps toward independence coincided
with a rapid rise in Danish migration to the United States,
especially to Nebraska and western Iowa. The main
attraction in these two midwestern states was the relative
availability of good land and the possibility of becoming an
independent farmer. Studies of emigration from rural
Denmark indicate that few who owned land went to
America but often their children did. Kristian Hvidt
concludes that the exodus from Denmark's rural districts
"was the flight of the landless - the farmhands, the
milkmaids, the servants, the parias (SIC) with no land
inheritance in prospect with slim chances of ever saving up
enough to buy even a small plot of land." These Danes and
settlers of other origins poured into Iowa and Nebraska by
the thousands during the decade of the 1880s. Nebraska's
population soared from 452,407 in 1880 to 1,058,910 in
1890. The number of Danish born increased at an even
greater rate. Between them in 1870, Iowa and Nebraska had
3,956 Danes. Twenty years later the figure was 29,866. It is
little wonder, then, that the Danish pastors within the
Conference focused much of their initial mission activity at
the developing concentrations
of their newly arrived
countrymen in Iowa and Nebraska. 12
Although many of these immigrants came from areas in
Denmark where the Inner Mission was having its greatest
impact, not all were pietists. The first Dane encountered by
-14-

Pastor Hans Hansen in 1874 when he began his pioneering
mission work in Omaha was a saloonkeeper. Yet Hansen
recalls that the man greeted him warmly and "affirmed with
an oath that it would be splendid to have a Danish pastor, so
that the children might be baptized and instructed, and so
the young people might be decently married, and the dead
might receive a decent burial." 13 Of the seven Danes
ordained by the Conference between 187 4 and 1882, four
came to Nebraska and a fifth went to Council Bluffs, Iowa.
In fact, the entire Omaha District of the Conference
consisted of Danish pastors, a circumstance which surely
added to their inclination to operate as an autonomous unit.
Two events served to hasten the peaceful separation of
these Danes from their Norwegian brothers. For some time
the Danes had pushed for the addition of a university-trained
Danish theologian to the Augsburg f acuity. By 1881 a
change in leadership at the Seminary had made the
eventuality of a Danish professor unlikely. Consequently,
the frustrated Danes began toying with the idea of creating a
school of their own - if not a seminary then perhaps a folk
school.
The second event which hastened the process of
separation came in October, 1882, when Pastors Hansen, G.
B. Christiansen, and Mads C. Hansen Rohe met at Munson
Creek in Nebraska's Howard County. The three had come to
conduct a preaching mission in the midst of this rapidly
growing Danish settlement. The sparse turnout for their first
session was a disappointment. "We had expected to see a
large gathering of our countrymen," Christiansen recalled,
"but only two adults and one boy came out for this opening
meeting." Much discouraged, the three pastors went to the
nearby dugout of Mr. and Mrs. Soren Johnsen. Here their
conversation eventually turned to the question of detaching
themselves from the Conference. The men discussed a wide
variety of options but finally decided that the only way they
could show their "Danish colors" was to organize an
independent church. Again to quote from Christiansen's
memoirs: "After considering this question and what was
involved in the way of responsibility, duties, difficulties, but
-15-

also blessings, we were convinced that 'this is from the Lord.'
Our hearts glowed with enthusiasm for carrying out this
plan." 14
It was not until a year later, at a meeting of the Omaha
District of the Conference at Hampton, Nebraska, that the
next steps were taken. Attending were the three pastors who
had met at Munson Creek along with Pastor Anders
Rasmussen, and several laymen from various Danish
congregations. All agreed that continued membership within
the Conference was no longer feasible. Pastor Rasmusssen
acknowledged that nationality had little to do with an
individual's relationship with God, "but it has great
importance for our work among our own people. By
separating from the Conference and forming a new synod,
many will join us rather than stand alone." Although some
in attendance expressed concern about the expense of
building and operating a seminary, there was general
agreement to proceed with the division. Pastors Rohe and
Christiansen and layman P. C. T. Munk were appointed to
make the necessary arrangements. 15
The three men reported to the next meeting of the
District, held in the Swedish Lutheran Church on Cass Street
in Omaha, February 28 to March 2, 1884. Again there was a
great deal of discussion as the five pastors and twenty-three
laymen in attendance wrestled with a wide variety of issues
and problems. It was finally resolved to send Pastor A. M.
Andersen to Denmark in an effort to secure affiliation with
the Inner Mission, though at least one of the pastors saw
little benefit coming from the trip. Other actions involved
the adoption of a provisional constitution, the establishment
of a publishing house and the selling of shares therein to
support Dansk Luthersk Kirkeblad, and a decision to
correspond with leaders of the Danish Church in America
concerning common grounds for a possible merger. It was
also agreed that the Danish Mission Committee be continued
until certain matters can be clarified, particularly the future
relationship with the Inner Mission in Denmark.
In the weeks following the Omaha meeting, work on the
foundation of the new church proceeded. The matter of
-16-

securing a peaceful release from the Conference was settled
in June when delegates to that church's annual convention
adopted the following resolution: "The Conference accepts
the reasons given in the communication of six Danish pastors
- A. M. Andersen, H. H. Hansen, M. C. H. Rohe, P.
Bertelsen, G. B. Christiansen and A. Rasmussen - for their
resignation and the founding of the new church and wishes
them the blessings of God in their work." 16 It had been
fourteen years since Clausen and others had founded the
Norwegian-Danish Conference; the seeds planted then were
about to bear fruit.
At about the same time the Conference was wishing the
departing Danes God's blessings, Andersen was appearing
before the executive council of the Inner Mission meeting in
convention at Viborg, Denmark. Although warmly
received, he soon realized that Inner Mission leaders were
unwilling to throw their support behind a new Danish
Church in America. A disappointed Andersen traveled next
to Orslev to meet with the venerable Vilhelm Beck. He found
Beck equally cordial and equally unwilling to take "the hand
extended from brethern in America." Many years later
Andersen explained in his memoirs that Beck had just agreed
to join the Commission to Further the Preaching of the
Gospel among Danes in America, "and thus he hoped to win
back the whole mission in America to the Inner Mission,
where by right it belonged. Consequently he advised us to
join the Danish Church." Despite these rebuffs, Andersen
believed that his trip had not been in vain. "I was generally
met in a brotherly way," he recalled, "and many pastors
gave me a chance to preach in their churches and to lay the
cause of our mission before large audiences; collections were
also given to it, and I became acquainted with several young
men who came to us and studied for the ministry. " 17
While Andersen was in Denmark, his fellow pastors
were in contact with leaders of the Danish Church. Nothing
came of this brief correspondence concerning the possible
merger of the two Danish Lutheran groups, largely because
the former members of the Conference insisted there be prior
-17-

agreement on the Bible as the word of God before
negotiations were initiated. 18
The events of the summer of 1884 were decisive. Having
withdrawn from the Conference, unable to secure affiliation
in Denmark, and unwilling to join the already existing
Danish Church in America, the six Danish pastors trained at
Augsburg had little choice but to complete the longunderway process of establishing an independent church
body. To this end a meeting was scheduled for September 11
to 14, 1884 at St. John's Lutheran Church, the small rural
congregation served by Andersen at Argo, some fifteen miles
to the northwest of Blair. As John M. Jensen has pointed out,
there is considerable evidence to indicate that the church had
begun to function as an independent association several
months before the Argo meeting. 19 But no matter how
proforma, there were many organizational matters still
needing approval, including a final vote on the constitution,
the election of officers, and the appointment of committees.
In this sense the meeting at Argo may be seen as both climax
and beginning; it marked not only the culmination of years
of prayer, planning and preparation but also the joyful start
of a new church.
On September 12, the assembled pastors and lay delegates organized "Det Danske Evangelisk Luterske Kirkesamfund i Amerika" The Danish Evangelical Lutheran
Church Association in America). With the exception of the
Danish word Samfund, meaning association, fellowship,
society, or group, the name of the new church was identical
to that of the Danish Church. Consequently the newer
church was often referred to as "Samfundet" by Danes.
Others generally called it the "Blair Church" because of the
location of its seminary. The delegates adopted, with only
minor revisions, the constitution presented at the Omaha
meeting six months earlier. There is little doubt that the
opening paragraph in the constitution was drafted with the
Grundtvigans in mind as it states "in the Holy Scriptures we
have an authentic and complete statement of the revealed
word of God for the salvation of men. " 20
Chosen as officers of the newly formed church were
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Pastor Hans Hansen, president, Pastor A. Rasmussen, vice
president, Pastor A. M. Andersen, secretary, and Peter
Clausen, a layman from Albert Lea, Minnesota, as treasurer.
These officers presided over a tiny synod. It had but nine
pastors - the six who had left the Conference in June had
since been agumented by the admission of Jens Danielsen, a
former pastor in the Danish Church, and two freshly
ordained candidates, P. Nielsen and John Risdahl. This small
band of clergymen served nineteen largely rural or small
town congregations and fifteen additional preaching stations
with a combined membership of less than two thousand.
Five of the pastorates were in Nebraska, two in Minnesota,
one in Kansas, and one in Iowa. Given the initial size of the
Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church Association, it is not
surprising that some of these early church leaders later used
the Biblical parable of the mustard seed to describe the
history of their synod - great works from humble
beginnings. 21
The founding fathers of the Blair Church were a
remarkably young group. At the time of the Argo meeting,
none of the first six pastors had yet reached his fortieth
birthday. Most had been in the United States for little more
than a decade. That they had come to the American frontier
to spread the Gospel among their fellow immigrants is
eloquent testimony to their faith and courage. To aid in
carrying out their work, they created a new church in this
new land. For this church to grow and flourish, it would
need the nourishment of a seminary. This was their next
task, and before leaving Argo they took the first steps
toward the establishment of Trinity Seminary.
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Marcus Lee Hansen: America's First
T ransethnic Historian
by MOSES RISCHIN
In a world in flux, the historian must strike a balance
between change and tradition. The historian of American
immigration and culture particularly sits poised on the
knife's edge, seeking universal categories of analysis and
understanding while immersing himself in a loving study of
distinct peoples, places, and ways of life in disarray. He is
the boomer engineer committed to democracy and equality,
progress and growth, mobility and technology, science and
medicine, individualism and freedom. But he is also the
artist, priest, and guardian of culture, the admirer of fragile
arts and crafts and tastes perfected over generations, of
customs, traditions and folkways that afford people quiet
content, of obsolescent manners, civilities, persons, and
things that please. He is both a modern American and many
others, perennially at odds with his varied personae. He is of
necessity divided between his commitment to the promise of
the great society and a concern for the identities of all its
components. An understanding of the emergence during
World War I of America 's first transethnic historian should
contribute to our comprehension of Marcus Hansen as a
precursor to Oscar Handlin, both as a historian and as an
American shaped by historical circumstances that have made
for the internationalization of American history.
Few historians have become so powerfully identified
with a grand theme and the lonely pioneering of that theme
as has Marcus Lee Hansen (1892-1938). 1 He was the first and
only American historian between the two world wars to
conceptualize, legitimate, and give stature and universality
to the ethnic dimension in American life, at least in its
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European aspects. The works of Hansen's distinguished
contemporaries Theodore Blegen, George Stephenson, and
Carl Wittke are undeniably impressive but lack the broad
sweep and overarching vision that made immigration as a
process that common experience of all Americans from the
earliest comers to the latest arrivals. Hansen, on the other
hand, found in the inspiring myth of immigration both a
common denominator and a strategy to unite an ethnically
fragmented and divided nation in need of an epic that would
celebrate the pan-European, if not quite the pan-ethnic,
origins of the American people. Hansen's premature death,
the posthumous publication of his major works, and his
association with rural mid western T urnerian tradition in
eclipse have tended to shroud in elegy the full significance
and originality of the nation's first transethnic historian.
Hansen 's ambition to integrate the diverse stories of
Whitman 's nation of nations into a saga of North Atlantic
civilization without betraying the integrity of any of its parts
fell tragically short of its aim. But the ardor and integrity of
his quest and the conditions surrounding his emergence as
the pioneer historian of immigration have much to tell us
about our own compelling need to take the measure of our
ever-changing, multi-ethnic nation and a world, where
common modes of discourse are essential.
Hansen's scholarly reputation has been based essentially
on two books, The Atlantic Migration, more accurately the
North Atlantic migration, and The Mingling of the Canadian
and American Peoples. Remarkable in their sweep, both
portray primarily the emigration process with but incidental
attention to the complexities of settlement and acculturation.
Aptly called the internatonalizer of the Turnerian tradition.
Hansen was a proud disciple of America's most influential
historian. Like his mentor he was a student of history's silent
social forces. From the outset of his career Hansen was
committed to the study of the significance of immigration to
the United States, as related to the "universal phenomenon"
in the total context of Europe's development. "This is the
story to be told forgetting European political boundaries and
dealing with man in his economic and geographic relations,"
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asserted Hansen in 1924, in the year of decisive immigrationrestriction legislation, in the introduction to his doctoral
dissertation, "Emigration from Continental Europe, 18151860, with Special Reference to the United States." 2 The
perhaps unintended epigrammatic turn of title may have
troubled Turnerians. But Hansen's commitment to the study
of immigration in "relation to the universal phenomenon" at
least left no doubt as to Hansen's American destination.
There was also the other Hansen, the brooding cultural
historian whose voice was slower to find its pitch. This
Hansen was as fully concerned with immigrants as bearers of
European culture as with the process of emigration itself,
with the ongoing texture of American life as much as with its
social dynamics, with the contemporary scene as much as
with the records of the past. Continually Hansen counterpointed his study of the immigration
process with
imaginative probings into the relations between immigrant
and American cultures. His pathbreaking article of 1927,
"The History of American Immigration As a Field for
Research," reflected the breadth if not quite the depth of his
cultural perceptions, and contains many suggestions that are
still fresh and worth pursuing a half century later. In 1929 in
the newly launched New England Quarterly, he adventurously glided across three centuries as he sketched the
cultural implications of "The Second Colonization of New
England," confidently projecting for that historic region a
second flowering inspired by the later immigrants after the
period of gestation had run its course. 3 In 1934, an invitation
to deliver a series of lectures at the University of London
spurred Hansen to put his larger views of American culture
into organized form. The results, entitled "The Influence of
Nineteenth Century Immigration upon American History,"
published in part in The Immigrant in American History,
boldly explored a series of themes that touched both directly
and indirectly on the cultural impact of immigrants upon
America. In a particularly daring lecture in what might be
called comparative regional history, Hansen attempted to
demonstrate how New England, the South, and the Scandinavian Midwest became linked in an alliance that culminated
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in Prohibition . "Immigration and Puritanism" brilliantly
displayed a range that he was only beginning to find, that his
successors have failed to pursue, and that might have
developed into an original full-scale interpretation of nineteenth-century American culture. 4
A historian of varied interests and abilities, Hansen was
an advocate and evangelist, as well as a brilliant research
scholar of immigration history. At his death he was just
emerging as a national spokesman and interpreter of the
larger meaning and implications of immigration for
American culture and life. "I do have in me a streak for what
is called 'popular' writing," 5 confessed Hansen to Turner
early in his career. Like Turner, he was committed to the
study of American history to better know himself so that he
might tell others who they were and might become.
His last two public addresses were superbly interpretative. In these lectures, given in the final year of his life, far
more than in his scholarly works, were revealed the drives
that animated the essential Hansen. The first of these was
Hansen's classic statement "The Problem of the Third
Generation Immigrant, " read at the annual meeting of the
Augustana Historical Society on May 15, 1937. Stressing the
phenomenon of third-generation interest in the immigrant
past, he pointed to the opportunities for third-generation
historical activity and the critical obligation to pursue them. 6
His unfinished and little-known second address followed just
ten days later in Indianapolis. There at a session of the
National Conference of Social Work jointly sponsored by
ten national organizations devoted to immigrant welfare,
Hansen spoke to the grand theme "Who Shall Inherit
America?" In what in effect was his farewell address , he
confessed that his interest in the immigrants of the nineteenth
century was not primarily in their search for work and land,
the dominant theme of his great book The Atlantic
Migration, but "in their unconscious character as the carriers
of culture from an old world to a new. " 7 For the first time he
lectured before an audience of social activists eager for a
prophetic look ahead rather than a documented glance backward. Obviously moved by the occasion, the University of
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Illinois historian cast scholarly restraint aside. In no
uncertain terms, he proceeded to indict the social policy of
the United States for failing to seize the unique cultural
opportunity extended to the new American nation by the
varied immigrant cultures brought to it in the course of the
great migration.
The United States, almost alone among new nations,
has had offered to it the manysided culture of a continent but in its social policy it has scorned to take any
but that represented by a small part of the old world
from which its people come. Is it any wonder that for
over a century observers have deplored the uniformity
of the American cultural scene and have commented on
the pioneer drabness that characterizes towns and cities,
men and women? It is easy to explain it ... by saying
that Americans have been so busy taming a wild continent that there has been no energy or ingeunity left for
other pursuits. The truth is, they made a blunder when
consciously or unconsciously they decreed that one
literature, one attitude toward the arts, one set of standards should be the basis of culture. 8
More precisely, based on "scanty historical study,"
Hansen conceded, he outlined a pattern of "ruthless"
Americanization that had foreclosed the possibilities for a
uniquely variegated national culture. This pattern (he argued
tendentiously), much influenced by contemporary Civil War
"revisionism," had been set in motion by the Civil War,
"which destroyed the Old South" and "in a less obvious way
the varied immigrant America of the North" that had
crystallized at the mid-century.
The Civil War, "the
dominant factor in determining what the prevailing concept
of 'Americanization'
should be," left no place for the
perpetuation of a plurality of cultures that might have helped
define Americanization
in more generous terms. That
"interlude in the normal development of the continent, " as
Hansen, echoing Turn er, described the Civil War elsewhere,
was a disaster for all future prospects for genuine cultural
diversity. The subsequent tides of immigration,
noted
Hansen, renewed and fortified the immigrant subcultures . At
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times there appeared some hope "that succeeding generations
of Americans would inherit some of the less material and
inspiring features of the civilization that they represented ... "
But a series of catastrophes beginning with the depression of
the 1890s and the emergence of a second generation eager" to
forget everyone and everything that antedated the moment
when the foreign born father first stepped upon American
soil" confirmed the American tradition of cultural
conformity. World War I ratified that impulse with a
vengeance for the second generation of later immigrants and
dealt a mortal blow to a prestigious German-American
culture that succumbed to the ravages of superpatriotism
and intolerance. "Little could be expected to survive the
hundred percentism of that period and apparently little did,"
the historian dolefully concluded. 9
Yet, ultimately, Marcus Hansen seemed to hope, the
saga of immigration would become in and of itself a force for
culture and its renewal in ways not quite foreseeable. "If told
as transpired ... the epic of migration can add an ideal to
take the place of one of the many that recent decades have
shattered," he pledged in closing his Augustana address. But
at Indianapolis, he cast out a challenge to the nation as well.
"Within the next generation, the United States will decide
what it wants to accept and what it wants to reject. That is
the next problem of immigration that the nation must solve."
Three years later, his three major works rolled off the
Harvard and Yale university presses almost simultaneously.
Monuments to Hansen's all too brief career, they appeared,
ironically, just as again a world war rang down the possibilities for a reaffirmation and renewal of the nation's multicultural heritage. By then even Hansen's innocuous
suggestion in his 1927 article that Carl Schurz's career as a
German-American was more important than his role as an
American statesman proved unseemly and was deleted when
the article was reprinted in The Immigrant in American
History. 10 For the third time, what might be called Hansen's
Second Law, the principle of war and catastrophe, had come
to nullify Hansen's First Law, the principle of thirdgeneration interest in the immigrant past.
-27-

What combination of forces had nurtured Marcus Lee
Hansen? In the years between the two world wars, Hansen,
it would appear, had occupied a unique vantage point from
which to view the immigration story and the total American
cultural scene. In a nation of highly visible ethnics, his
ethnic identity proved an unusually fecund source for
creative scholarship.
A self-conscious
ScandinavianArnerican, he shared actively in the corning of age of
American Scandinavia. It was he who informed fellow
Scandinavian-Americans in his Augustana address, without
detailing all the reasons, that after three generations of
American living it was inevitable that they should have
virtually co-opted the first generation of immigration
historians. Protestant,
Nordic, and rnidwestern, they
inhabited and gave a tone to the outer prairies which evoked
a lyric vision of a lost nineteenth-century agrarian America.
Indeed, to self-conscious New Englanders, ScandinavianAmericans appeared far more akin to their own heroic
Puritan ancestors than did they, their bloodline descendants.
To the enthusiastic young Brahrnin historian Samuel Eliot
Morison, Ole Rolvaag's Beret was indisputably a latter-day
Anne Bradstreet. Corning from nations that had been neutral
if not impartial during World War I, Scandinavian-Americans remained relatively unscarred by the war and its aftermath. By contrast, other major ethnic groups continued to
live in the long shadow of war guilt, revolution, and imputed
racial and cultural inferiority; soon they would even become
connected in the popular mind with totalitarian, dictatorial,
and other un-Arnerican governments that had come to rule
their countries of origin. Furthermore, Scandinavian-Americans, long identified with cognate political and cultural
traditions, were corning to be associated with a new
Scandinavia of northern Europe, immune from the turmoil
of the Continent and apparently able to balance change and
tradition with rare good sense.
For half a century, Norway, Sweden, and Denmark had
been divorced from power politics. In the aftermath of
World War I, no group of countries championed the League
of Nations more ardently. None was more consistently
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identified with a keen sense of human solidarity and with the
quest for a moral equivalent of war. No one better
exemplified cosmopolitan humanitarianism
than Fridtjof
Nansen, intrepid Arctic explorer, deviser of the international
Nansen passport, first high commissioner of refugees for the
League of Nations, and the recipient in 1922 of the Nobel
Prize for peace. Perhaps it was more than coincidence that
1927, the year of the publication of Hansen's seminal article
"The History of American Immigration As a Field for
Research," saw Ole Rolvaag's immigrant epic of the prairies,
"the climax of a literary tradition that began in the 1870's,"
Dorothy B. Skardall reminds us, attain bestsellerdom and
saw a nonstop flight from New York to Paris turn twentyfive-year-old Charles Lindbergh into an instant American
symbol and popular idol, the pioneer of a new epic in transatlantic migration, the prairie Viking become lone eagle. 11
For Americans of Scandinavian origin, past, present,
and future appeared to have fallen into place. For them,
Americanness
and Scandinavianness
had attained an
enviable harmony that reflected a moral equilibrium and
international poise denied most of their hyphenated and
unhyphenated contemporaries. The University of Minnesota, at the heart of American Scandinavia, seemed to be the
only major institution of higher learning in the country able
to provide a setting for immigration scholars that blended
unobtrusively
into the surrounding
region and that
summoned up a sense of community rather than of conflict,
of shared frontiers rather than divided worlds. There,
Scandinavian-American historians Theodore Blegen, George
Stephenson, and others could draw on a hospitable milieu
where their research and teaching enhanced rather than
compromised their American identity. Indeed in 1926,
Stephenson became the first historian to undertake a general
survey of American immigration. Following an opening
chapter analyzing the causes of emigration from the United
Kingdom, Stephenson chose to portray the Scandinavians in
the following chapter and then proceeded to depict the other
ethnic strains. "It is the opinion of a competent Swedish
observer that the establishment of Swedish-America is the
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greatest and most significant accomplishment of the Swedish
people," Stephenson exulted. 12
No son of Scandinavia was better outfitted for a
rediscovery of America and a reinterpretation of its history
from the perspective of immigration than was Marcus Lee
Hansen. The rising status of Scandinavian-Americans
and
their heightened American self-consciousness combined to
crystallize the impulse to find pro-found fulfillment in the
telling of the saga of the American Canaan. But unlike
Minnesota's immigrant historians and others who became
primarily ethnic and grass-roots historians, Marcus Hansen
aimed from the first to encompass the total immigration
epic. "It differs from other studies," he noted in the opening
lines of his doctoral dissertation, "in being a flank instead of
a direct attack upon the problem; instead of studying
emigration, as such, it investigates the economic, social and
political environment in which the movement operated that
its fullest significance may be appraised ... "Hansen showed
little patience for scholars differently inclined. "The student
of American history is not interested primarily in
nationalities," he admonished fellow Scandinavians who
limited their researches to single countries. Hansen, unlike
most of them, was not closely associated with the major
immigrating
Scandinavian
nationalities,
the Lutheran
churches, or a state where Scandinavian-Americans
could
aspire to hegemony. Scandinavian-American colleagues did
not recall hearing him speak the Scandinavian tongues, and
even suspected that others had aided him in researching
Scandinavian
sources. 13 Deliberately, Hansen did not
publish a single article in his lifetime that focused on
Scandinavian America. He was one of them but not quite
one of them.
From his parents, particularly his father, the historian
acquired a combination of traits that must have profoundly
conditioned his image of himself, his psychology, and his
goals. When the senior Markus Hansen migrated to the
United States from Langeland in 1871 at age twenty,
America was the promised land. Scandinavian immigrants
especially were welcomed by prairie-state boards of
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immigration, which proclaimed in most of the languages of
northern Europe that agrarian and domestic virtues of their
commonwealths.
The highly individualistic elder Hansen
was determined to start afresh and to become a new-world
Christian. But unlike so many of his Danish fellowcountrymen in rebellion against the staid church establishment of their homeland, he did not turn to the new Zion of
the West, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.
Intead of becoming a Mormon, the elder Hansen became a
Baptist, trained for the ministry, and devoted his life to
founding Baptist churches for Danish and Norwegian
immigrants throughout the prairie West. On two occasions,
as family lore had it, the pioneer minister's career was nearly
terminated. Just before Mark's birth, a Dakota blizzard
almost wiped out the Hansen family. Somewhat earlier,
apparently, in Centerville, Iowa, a young Norwegian newcomer caught pneumonia from the rigors of a wintry
baptism. After her death, the elder Hansen was hanged in
effigy, barely escaping with his life. Young Mark, the sixth
of seven children and his father's namesake, was conditioned
early to view the whole Midwest as the hub of his universe.
In 1929 in a letter to Turner, Hansen paid homage to his
America with the characteristic ardor of a second-generation
American. The pre-Civil War society of the Northwest was
"the foundation of our present day American Civilization,"
he rejoiced, "because it certainly moved West, it is moving
East, and from the little I know about the contemporary
South, I believe it is not a stranger there. " 14
The education of young Hansen proceeded by stages
that exposed him to the full range of Western civilization. As
the historian would later insist, based on his own rich
experience, the Midwest was as close to European culture as
was the East. Home, school, and college, the University of
Iowa and Harvard - each in turn were to contribute to his
growth. In the multicultural Hansen household, Danish and
Norwegian (his mother was a native of Christiana, subsequently Oslo) shared equal time with English. The Danes,
even more readily than other Scandivanians, were noted for
rapidly assimilating the language of their adopted land;
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Danish Baptists especially were passionately committed to
bilingualism, if not quite to the trilingualism that was the
special Hansen heritage. In the course of attending a series of
high schools in Michigan, Illinois, and Minnesota, family,
church, and folk culture were augmented with four years of
Latin and introductory
German along with the usual
subjects. Following a brief spell as a schoolteacher, Hansen
matriculated in 1912 with his sister, Ruth, and his brother,
Clarence, at Central College in Pella, Iowa, a state to which
the Hansens had just moved. At this small Baptist college,
especially indebted to the early support of H. B. Scholte, the
forceful Dutch dissenter and University of Leyden graduate,
young Hansen added to his solid school Latin, acquired a
grounding in Greek as well, and rounded out his studies in
classic and modern Western culture. 15
With the outbreak of World War I, Hansen's education
entered a new phase. Even as he resolved to write the epic of
immigration now that it has come to a close, he determined
also to become an American-American. At the University of
Iowa, he learned to read French and tutored in that language
just as he had assisted earlier in Latin at Central College. But
his major interest lay in American history, particularly
western history. In his two years at Iowa he took no fewer
than five courses, equivalent to eighteen units, related to the
westward movement: the territorial growth of the United
States, the history of the old Northwest, the history of the
Louisiana Purchase, the evolution of the western states, and
a special one-year seminar on the West, taken with Louis
Pelzer, a Turnerian who had not studied with Turner. Upon
graduation in 1916, young Hansen was given a special award
by the Sons of the American Revolution, Des Moines
chapter, for standing first in American history. A graduate
year at Iowa completed Hansen's vicarious apprenticeship to
Turner, crowned by Old Fort Snelling: 1819-1858, his M.A.
thesis, a full-length book published the following year by the
State Historical Society of Iowa. 16
To Hansen, Old Fort Snelling was more than a work of
local history. The oldest fort in the old Northwest, it had
become the symbol of his America. At the junction of the
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Minnesota and Mississippi rivers, Fort Snelling, exulted
Hansen, had always flown the Stars and Stripes, had never
been taken by a foreign power, had not fired its cannon upon
foes, or been besieged by Indians. "Its history was not made
by the rifles and sabers of the soldiers," he insisted, and
therefore was unique in the history of the nation. "The axe
and the plow of the pioneer who worked in safety beneath its
potential protection have left their history upon the
landscape of the great Northwest." Ironically, Hansen's
tribute to the peace symbol of his West appeared in summary
in July 1917, in the first issue of Iowa and War. 17
In September 1917, encouraged by Pelzer and the Iowa
History Department, Hansen went east to Harvard on a
fellowship to study with Frederick Jackson Turner. Nineteen
seventeen was a momentous time in the country's history as
it was in the lives of both Hansen and Turner. In January,
Wilson had called for the establishment of a League of
Nations, peace without victory. In February, both houses of
Congress passed the literacy-test bill over the President's
veto bringing unrestricted immigration to a close. And in
April, Congress declared war on Germany, ending a century
of American isolation. For Hansen there was a personal
turning point as well. In March 1917, the elder Markus
Hansen died in Iowa City after forty years of ministering to
Danish and Norwegian immigrants. With him departed his
son's most intimate tie with the Old World and the era of the
great migration, with the New World and the settlement of
his West. 18
The elder Hansen, had he lived on, would not have
recognized his promised land. Almost overnight, America
had become unAmerica. Europe's civil war of empires had
detonated America's psychic war of ethnics, nakedly
dividing the nation along European lines as had no war in its
history. All foreign-sounding
Americans fell under
suspicion. All foreign speakers appeared sinister. All foreign
languages seemed subversive. Culture, customs, and the
dinner table had become politicized. In May 1918, in
Hansen's beloved Iowa, Governor William Harding
proclaimed that freedom of speech "guaranteed by federal
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and state Constitutions" did not guarantee "the right to use a
language other than the language of this country." Although
the proclamation was modified to permit Danish sermons,
Governor Harding's Independence Day message on the
subject of language and loyalty singled out the Danes and the
widespread use of Danish in schools and churches for special
censure. "When they get through, they are full grown, 100
percent Dane," he was reported to have said. "Now, think of
a man who was brought from the filth of Denmark and
placed on a farm for which he has paid perhaps $3 an acre.
Ye gods and fishes, what Iowa has done for him he never can
repay." Danish-American voters registered near total shock.
In three heavily Danish-American precincts, the Harding
vote went from 252 in 1916 to 25 in 1918, from 55 percent of
the ballots to less than 7 percent. There was no doubting that
an epoch in American life had come to a close. Assigned to
artillery officers' training at Camp Taylor, Kentucky,
Hansen, in a letter to his family written one month before the
war ended, playfully mocked the predicament of a patriotic
man of peace.
I am afraid that being a historian is not conducive to
fitting in easily with army traditions. I don't like to look
on myself merely as a part of a machine and I guess I
don't fit in well - there's something peculiar with my
appearance or attitude or something - I don't know
what, that, in times of peace is an advantage. Sometime
I shall preach a sermon on the parable of the Publican
and the Sinner but instead of taking the words of the
Sinner for my text I shall take those of the Publican:
"I thank God that I am not like other men" and preach
a sermon on individuality ... 19
Upon his discharge from the army, Hansen was commissioned by the Iowa Historical Society to prepare two
monographs on welfare campaigns and welfare work for the
"Iowa Chronicles of the World War." The occasion gave him
the opportunity to bare his dim view of war. "Welfare
work," he wrote, "bears a direct relation to the movement
for world peace. . . If war must come it must come alone,
stripped of those evil companions - moral and intellectual
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waste, physical degeneration, and spiritual death." Three
years later, in the final passages of his doctoral dissertation,
Hansen again felt driven to editorialize darkly on another
facet of his lost America. "Visas and three percents are
confusing; compared with a dozen years ago America is
indeed almost a forbidden land. " 2 0
The experiences that stirred young Hansen during the
war and its aftermath were matched by the crisis in the life of
the nation's leading historian. For the first time since 1893,
the historian of the frontier was forced to shift his gaze
radically from west to east. Driven to transfer his historical
sights from the American heartland to the Europe that long
had been his anti-America, Frederick Jackson Turner was
stirred to apply the lessons of American history to the Old
World with a passion that up to then had eluded him. 21
More than a quarter of a century earlier at the University of Wisconsin, two young professors, both recent Johns
Hopkins Ph.D.'s in American history, had co-sponsored a
master's dissertation on the sources of German immigration
to Wisconsin. Expanded into a doctoral dissertation, it was
to be the only study in immigration history supervised by
Turner at his alma mater. 22 Subsequently Turner and
Charles Haskins, colleagues at Wisconsin and later at
Harvard, and lifelong friends, went their opposite scholarly
ways, Turner to the study of the West on the wings of his
frontier thesis, Haskins to the study of medieval Europe.
World War I brought them together again in renewed
collaboration. The revived association of the Americanists'
Americanist and the medievalists' medievalist signaled the
emergence of a revitalized Turner.
In the intervening decades when almost half the whole
white population of the country consisted of immigrants and
their children, a higher proportion than at any time in the
nation's history, Turner and his disciples had been busily
occupied carving out their own super-American identities,
aiming to unite all Americans, but particularly western
Americans, QY defining for them a unique frontier heritage
that distinguished America from Europe, "the valley of
democracy" from the eastern seaboard, early American
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pioneers from later European immigrants. "The advance of
the frontier has meant a steady movement away from the
influence of Europe. . . To study this advance ... is to study
the really American part of our history," rang out Turner's
famous declaration
of historical
independence.
But
ironically, though it had the highest percentage of immigrant
voters of any state, the frontier alchemy was not at all
apparent in Wisconsin. There in the 1890s particularly,
religious, educational, and linguistic issues proved acutely
divisive. In a state with the greatest proportion of German
immigrants and their descendants in the nation, Professor
Turner, no longer "Fritz" (the family nickname for young
Turn er), could take even less comfort in Americans still
untransformed by a frontier rebirth than could young
William Dean Howells in an earlier Ohio. Until the
outbreak of World War I, his oft-cited pronouncement of
1891 proclaiming the unity of Atlantic civilization remained
rhetorical. "Our destiny is interwoven with theirs; how shall
we understand American history without understanding
European history? We do not understand ourselves." The
dialectic, momentum, and contagion of Turner's frontier
thesis left little room for immigration, despite its nominal
place in his historical design. Moreover, Turner seemed
unreceptive and ill at ease with those rustic scholars most
highly motivated and best equipped for research into the
immigrant peopling of the United States. Most notable was
the case of the prideful Norwegian-born Laurence Larson,
who reached the United States at age one - "brought to
U.S., 1870," he noted with apologetic bravado in Who's
Who in America. A president-elect of the American
Historical Association and Hansen's department chairman,
Larson nursed a lifelong suspicion that his unredeemable
foreign birth caused Turner to lose interest in him as a
student, leading Larson to turn .from American to medieval
history under the tutelage of Charles Haskins. 23
Turner's sole excursion into immigration history - a
popular series in the Chicago Herald in 1901 - mirrored
Turn er' s insufficiencies.
Although
significantly
more
insightful than the writings of his contemporaries, these
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articles revealed how inhibiting was his Jacksonian code of
values. When confronted with distinctions of language,
religion, culture, and race, he found it difficult to respond
appropriately. Neither Carl Wittke, a member of Turner's
seminar at Harvard in 1913, nor Theodore Blegen, who
worked at Minnesota with Solon Buck, a Turner product,
received an encouragement from their mentors. Impelled
solely by their own personal needs, Blegen and Wittke
pursued
their
researches
in immigration
history
independently. The only doctoral dissertation in the field
sponsored by Turner at Harvard, George Stephenson's study
of public land policy, was at best only incidentally
immigration history. 2 4
In the fall of 1917, however, Turner and Hansen crossed
paths at a critical time for them both. Together the two
Wilsonians were entering a new phase of their education.
Turner's course on the West fell into eclipse, his seminar had
to be canceled, and the longtime professor of American
history volunteered to teach the European history survey to
the Student Army Training Corps. Subsequently, Turner
joined other history faculty in offering a new course that
aimed to explain to returning students America's role in the
reconstruction of the world. By then World War I had
totally converted Turner from a Jacksonian isolationist into
a Wilsonian internationalist. Eager to instruct the Old World
of its common destiny with the New by reminding it of its
long-term debt to the American democratic example, he
dimly discerned a pattern that would place the immigration
story within an internationl framework of frontier and
section where native and immigrant, America and Europe,
would find their common democratic cause. To his old
friend Charles Haskins, now chief of the Division of Western
Europe of the American Commission to Negotiate the Peace,
Turner entrusted a personal memorandum in 1918, destined
for Woodrow Wilson, projecting a United States of Europe
based on the Pax Americana. "We have given evidence that
immigrants from all nations of the world can live together
peacefully under a single government that does justice," he
wrote. Five years later, in Boston, Turner waxed apocalyptic
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in a Washington's Birthday address: "We have built up the
American peace for a whole continent. . . Unless Europe
learns of some such way, her civilization is doomed to fall in
a great catastrophe ... Will the United States escape?" 25
Even more decisively than his mentor, Hansen, after
1917, veered sharply away from American history. Except
for his seminar and thesis work in immigration history
(based almost entirely on European sources) with Turner, he
did not register for a single course in American history in his
graduate years at Harvard. Instead, he took a series of
courses in English history with Charles Mcilwain, Roger B.
Merriman, and Wilbur Cortez Abbott, a course in bibliography with Haskins, and a two-semester sequence offered
by the economics department in ninteenth-century economic
history that focused first on Europe and then on the United
States. To top it off, he completed his graduate program
with three courses in international law taken in three
successive years. 26 Clearly Hansen was preparing for his
lifework as had no Turner student before him. The binding
together of the history of Europe and America into one
seamless web via the North Atlantic migration had become
his life mission.
Doubtless Turner discerned in Hansen - born in rural
Wisconsin like himself - unusual talents of mind, of person,
and of culture that sychronized with his own and yet
transcended Turner's limitations. The "good historical
farmer" impressed Turner with his ability, his thoroughness,
his clearheadedness, and above all, his "sound judgment."
Although Turner characteristically inquired of students, "Of
what stock are you?" it is unlikely that he gave much
thought to the fact that Hansen identified himself as Danish
and Baptist and listed "Scandinavian" rather than Danish,
Norwegian, or Swedish as a language that he both spoke and
read. It is equally doubtful that Turner was quite aware that
the Danes were the least nationalistic, the least numerous,
and the most mobile, continental, and assimilating of the
Scandinavian
immigrants.
Unlike a great research
foundation that a cast a wide net in search of a scholar
corning from "a nonirnperialistic country with no back-38-

ground of domination of one race over another" to direct a
comprehensive study of the Negro in America, Turner came
upon Hansen by chance. But Marcus Hansen, like Gunnar
Myrdal, would prove a rare find. The American dilemma for
Turner's generation was the immigrant, central to the
American consciousness but as yet unintegrated into an
egalitarian vision of a nation of ethnics. At a time when the
European and the immigrant presence was deafening,
Hansen, like Myrdal at a later time, would "approach the
situation with an entirely fresh mind." 27
Hansen's overarching internationalist view of immigration drew inspiration from three distinct sources. A DanishAmerican, Hansen was stirred by the example of the
renowned Danish literary critic and historian Georg
Brandes, "who devoted himself to the investigation not of
Danish writers but the writers of the western nations" and so
"made more understandable the cultural development of
each separate nation." Certain and pervasive was the
influence of Charles Haskins. In 1922, in his presidential
address to the American Historical Association, Haskins
insisted that it was "the historian's business to tie Europe and
America together in the popular mind" because they were "in
the same boat." Haskins's dismay at the proliferation of
separate professorships and even departments of European
and American history spurred Hansen in his continual effort
to transcend the parochialisms of the academy. At a session
of the American Historical Association devoted to a reassessment of Turner's frontier thesis two years after his death,
Hansen advanced the suggestion that for one year all
American historians study European history and all
European historians do the reverse. Students would then be
provided with history courses sharing common themes that
were continuous, balanced, and faithful to the larger human
experience. Above all, Turner's heightened sense of the
critical importance of relating the Old World to the New via
the story of the immigrant experience and the influence on
Europe of the American democratic presence helped give
thrust to the young historian's researches. In 1932, the year
of Turner's death, the publication of Carl Becker's Heavenly
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City of the Eighteenth Century Philosphers, dedicated
jointly to Charles H. Haskins and Frederick J. Turner, his
teachers and friends, best testified to their roles in the
making of Marcus Hansen as well. 28
Turner spared no efforts to promote his protege.
Thanks primarily to Turner's support, Hansen became the
first historian to be awarded two successive fellowships by
the newly founded Social Science Research Council. The two
years that he spent in Europe permitted him to complete the
major research for The Atlantic Migration. Writing to his
family from Berlin in the spring of 1926, the good internationalist
resignedly
bemoaned
the
obstacles
to
international amity and Atlantic cooperation .
. . . it does make one disgusted when I consider how we
Americans have meetings and conferences, and worry
gray over the settlement of world questions, and then
to notice how light-heartedly and feverishly the Europeans plunge into one action after another unconcerned
as to where it will lead them. They need a little American cold practicality to help them - Europe is the most
fertile and diversified region on the globe. No famines to
contend with as in the east, no fevers as in the tropics,
no great physical barriers as in America. They have
been the "spoiled children" of the universe and all their
troubles they have brought on themselves - but they
don't see it. If we only could be separated from them,
but we can't! I expect to have many things to worry
about in my life due (sic) to them. In the meantime I'll
make the most of their libraries.
But to Turner, after commenting on "daily rumors of
contemplated Anarchist and Bolshevist coups," Hansen,
looking back to the nineteenth century, wrote more
optimistically:
The more I study the origins of the emigration movement in the middle of the last century, the more I realize
what a tremendous reputation American democracy
had in Europe at that time and the interest with which
all its developments were followed by the common
man. I am almost beginning to think that Nineteenth
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Century European Democracy owes less to the "leaven"
of the French Revolution than it does to the practical experience of the United States during the first half of the
century - an example that came before them every day
in the newspapers. I have a suspicion that you suggested
this idea on one occasion in seminar. I am finding many
evidences of its truth. So once having been a model to
save Europe politically we must now be an example to
save them industrially. You see I haven't lost any of my
hundred percentism by living abroad. 29
Turner's active promotion of Hansen's career reflected
both his esteem for Hansen and his overpowering urge to
take a hand in contributing a cosmopolitan and internationalist dimension to American history that earlier had
defied his own grasp. In addition to Hansen, the two other
historians to receive the first Social Science Research Council
Fellowships in 1925 also reflected the internationalist thrust:
Edgar W. Knight was to study the folk high schools in
Scandinavia, in effect, Denmark: and Thomas P. Martin, a
Turner student, interested in the international aspects of the
antislavery movement, was to study the influence of trade
on Anglo-American relations, 1815-1875. Indeed, a year
earlier, Turner had arranged for his last doctoral student,
Merle Curti, to research "The Young America of 1852" in
France and Germany. However, Turner's eagerness to
persuade leading departments of history to endow a chair in
immigration history proved of no avail. Nor did Turner
succeed in his overzealous efforts to convince his friend Max
Farrand, the director of the new Huntington Library,
dedicated to Anglo-American studies, of the wisdom of
appointing Hansen a research associate on the grounds that
"one cannot understand Anglo-American civilization apart
from the influence of the immigrant stocks." Yet Hansen,
totally committed to the study of immigration history, never
relented in his determination to find his proper place.
Despite his diverse talents and interests, he remained
unmoved by opportunities in other fields. He turned down a
professionship in current international politics and the
problems of international organization. He probably would
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have rejected appointments in religious and cultural history
as well, had they been tendered. " .... I hope to work as
persistently to secure the means by which the phenomenon
of immigration may be explored to its depths as I have
worked in prospecting over the field and charting the most
promising veins," avowed Hansen in 1927 in a letter to his
friend Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr. 30
Finally, Hansen was able to choose between Iowa and
Illinois. At Iowa he would have been assigned to teach only
two courses. They were American social history and aspects
of European social history, custom-tailored to his transatlantic and internationalist perspective and complementary
to each other. Even Carl Becker, who wrote mainly
American history while teaching modern European history
almost exclusively, had never been given such an
opportunity. The Iowa library, however, was in no position
to support Hansen's acquisition needs in immigration
history. By contrast, Illinois offered magnificent library
resources that included a formidable collection of immigrant
newspapers rescued from oblivion in 1917 (now on deposit
at the Midwestern Library Center). Despite the heavier
teaching load at Illinois, he therefore accepted Laurence
Larson's invitation to join the Illinois history department.
There, alongside a Turnerian course on social and economic
forces in nineteenth-century America, Hansen introduced a
one-year sequence in American immigration history that
proved a genuine innovation. While the lack of graduate
students with a language competence proved disappointing,
as he wrote Turner, undergraduates with language skills in
Swedish, German, Polish, Italian, and Czech prepared
family histories that were the real stuff of the immigration
story. 31
The University of Illinois presented another attraction,
a home away from home. In 1911, a faculty-graduate
student Scandinavian Society, Heimskringla, had been
founded by lonely Scandinavian-Americans
as a cultural
haven in a university town where not a trace of
Scandinavian institutional life was to be found. Upon
coming to Illinois in 1907, Laurence Larson, a charter
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member of Heimskringla and the product of ethnically rich
and diversified Iowa and Wisconsin had reacted to the drab
uniformity of Urbana with a sense of cultural shock. "It
seemed that every influence, personal and institutional, that
had held me in the old grooves had been removed," recalled
Larson. A generation later Hansen would not quite know
that experience. At Heimskringla's monthly meetings
Hansen's homebred Scandinavian culture was broadened
and deepened by exposure to the new Scandinavian culture
and the old, from the sculpture of Carl Milles and the
Norwegian Landsmaal movement and evenings with Ole
Rolvaag, Carl J. Hambro, and Halvdan Koht to readings in
Old Norse. Heimskringla's most active member and its
stalwart historian from the time of his arrival, Hansen
regularly presented papers at its meetings based on his own
researches that reflected his evenhanded devotion to the
cultures of all the Scandinavian peoples. These were, in the
order that they were presented: "The Relative Proportions of
the European Stocks Represented in the American
Population of 1790, with Special Reference to the Swedish
Element," drawn from a larger study of the minor stocks in
the American population in 1790 that he had prepared for
the American Council of Learned Societies; an insightful
sketch of "The First Eighteen Years of Heimskringla As
Revealed by the First Volume of Records"; "The Career of
Fridtjof Nansen" in collaboration with Clarence Berdahl;
"The Proposed Scandinavian American Exhibit at the
Chicago Exposition of 1933"; "The Future of Norwegian
Culture in the United States"; "My Tour of Scandinavia in
the Summer of 1935" (illustrated); and "The Danish
American Archives at Aalborg." In 1937, the year Laurence
Larson was president-elect of the American Historical Association, Hansen served as toastmaster at Heimskringla's
twenty-fifth anniversary banquet. 3 2
The mid-1930s were years of growing maturity for
Hansen as he struggled to define the conflicting impulses and
emotions that coursed through his mind in his attempt to
give shape to his researches. In 1934, after accepting an
invitation to lecture at the University of London, he wrote
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Laurence Larson just before sailing from New York, "It will
give me a unique pleasure to get up and tell them that the
United States is the child, not of England, but of Europe, and
to trace the foundation and development of Continental
institutions alongside the transplanted English." But when he
reached London after a six-month stay on the Continent, he
rejoiced. It proved "almost like coming home" to "kindred
ground" as it had been for George Ticknor over a century
earlier, who upon landing in Falmouth "could have fallen
down and embraced it like Julius Caesar."33
Hansen's sabbatical leave in 1934 was devoted primarily
to the study of the Scandinavian immigration for the years
1870-1890, the years central to his own family story, and to
the second volume of his projected immigration epic. Of the
six months he spent in Scandinavia, he devoted three to
Denmark, where his encounter with the real and imagined
worlds of familiar faces, ancestral graces, and group
memories attained the personal cogency and poignance of a
family reunion. "The people are a cross-section of those with
whom we have lived in Minnesota and elsewhere (or viceversa); and this is one place where you are understood at
once when you give your name as 'Hansen'," he wrote his
family from Copenhagen. Hansen saturated himself in small
Denmark. He traveled no less than twenty-one hundred
miles and made a special pilgrimage to his father's native
village on the island of Langeland. "The place is dominated
by two hills on one of which is the old mill and on the other
the church," he wrote. "The church was open so I went in
and sat down. The interior is a little gem - altar, baptismal
font and pulpit - associated with the family since the
medieval times." He was excited and thrilled by dimly
glimpsed culture nuances. "I am convinced that there is a
peculiar type of Danish humor which can be found on every
page of the newspapers and which crops up constantly in
conversation." But in his mother's Oslo, as in Denmark, he
was perplexed by unanticipated language barriers that he
had not encountered in his researches. "I ought to be able to
speak with the natives but just as the Danish in Copenhagen
was a foreign language compared with the Danish we
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learned, so the Norwegian 1s, to me, practically
unintelligible." If the depression seemed remote 1n
Scandinavia, where there was still a "good word" for
"Democracy," Hansen's chance meeting in Copenhagen with
speechless refugees from Nazi Germany cast a deep shadow.
"I've never seen living beings with such frightened and
hunted looks in their eyes," he wrote Arthur M. Schlesinger,
Sr. "I begin to understand the French Revolution a little
more." 34
Hansen had never resolved the dilemma of ethnicity. In
his final public addresses, he lamented the cultural cost of
Americanization when he wrote of the immigrant:
He was not a musician nor an artist but he did have
an appreciation of music and art that the Yankee lacked
and no matter how small the village about which his
social life had revolved some means of satisfaction
existed. Public opinion assured that it should. But how
different was America - certainly, the America with
which he associated! Square boxes for homes and long
boxes for churches; no painting but the crude sign that
swung over the tavern door; no songs but unintelligible
camp meeting hymns; no music but the fiddler's string
squeaking "Turkey in the Straw." What was worse than
the absence of the arts was the contempt in which the
native American held all accomplishments of this nature. Strong and healthy men should not be concerned
with such trivialities so long as there were trees to be
cut, stones to be rolled or even horses to be traded. In
his effort to recreate part of what had been lost the
immigrant settler could expect no cooperation or encouragement from his Yankee neighbor.
Yet Hansen's ambivalence is no better demonstrated
than in his view of the American Civil War. On the one
hand, he argued, it was a prime determinant of the nation's
misguided Americanization policy that legislated cultural
uniformity. On the other, he was convinced that the remarkable Americanizing influence of the Civil War, joining
immigrants and natives in a common objective and blurring
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ethnic differences, had prevented the crystallization of the
minority problems that helped to destroy Europe. 35
In his last public address, "Who Shall Inherit
America?," Hansen anticipated the consequences of the disappearance of immigration. He might even have foreseen that
what might be called Hansen's disappearance-of-immigration thesis could be employed to justify new educational
legislation to alleviate the sense of cultural deprivation, if
not depression, that followed upon the erosion of ethnic
cultures and institutions.
Clearly, Hansen's analysis
provided a no less valid historical rationale for legislation
that "would restore by law an equality that formerly had
been guaranteed by the conditions of American life" than
had
Turner's
disappearance-of-free-land
thesis
for
vindicating the programs of the New Deal. Hansen may have
doubted the merits of the New Deal but not the historical
claims for its vindication. Like Oscar Handlin, he doubtless
would also have been skeptical of the wisdom of the Ethnic
Heritage Studies Act funded by Congress in 1974. But like
Handlin he too would have reasserted the genuineness of the
problem and called in fresh accents for the application of
greater historical understanding and social imagination to
the problems of ethnicity, community, and culture. The
withering away of elemental continuities and the freeing of
the individual has of course been the dialectic central to the
writings of Oscar Handlin, where it has been given universal
dimensions. 36
Marcus Lee Hansen's career spanned an era that
anticipated our own and with whose most advanced
strivings he was wholly identified. It opened with the passing
of the old American ethnic frontier and the launching of a
new Europe where new republics, small nations, and
minority peoples seemed slated to find their places alongside
the great powers. Enhanced mutuality between New World
and Old seemed an inevitable goal that would enrich both. It
closed with global catastrophe.
To Hansen the myth of the archetypal immigrant
grafted onto the myth of the frontier was essential for the
creation of his own saga, 1n which the universal
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phenomenon of immigration was bound into the special
histories of all the ethnics. "Hands across the seas"
sentiments and ties that would foster world peace, understanding, and the recognition and regeneration of the
nation 's genuine multicultural tradition seemed the natural
consequence of the great American experiment in the
twentieth century. 37 The extension of Hansen's grand vision
to encompass Americans of non-European as well as of
European origin has been the central ongoing task of his
successors. The first historian to contemplate the cultural
experience of the United States in totally democratic and
pluralistic terms, Hansen truly was America's first
transethnic historian. 38
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Identity Through Remembrance
by AXEL C. KILDEGAARD
In 1864, the United States government sent Colonel Kit
Carson on a pillaging, murdering foray through Navaho
country, what is now northern Arizona. Scot O'Dell tells the
story in a charming and moving book for young adults
entitled, Sing Down the Moon, winner of the Hans Christian
Andersen medal for children's books in 1970. The entire
nation of about 10,000 Navahoes were forced to migrate, to
relocate. It was a painful journey marked by much suffering
and death. To this day it is known as the "long walk;" any
child of the Navahoes will tell you the story. Mother or
father told them the story while yet infants. The story
defines them as Navahoes.
The central celebration of the Jewish people is the
Passover - and at the heart of that is the family meal: the
Seder. After the mother has lit the candles, after the Kiddush
or blessing of the wine has been given, the ceremonial foods
are explained and the opening verses are read. The youngest
child then asks the first of four questions: "Why is this night
different from all other nights?" A conversation that all
know follows as the ritual foods and wines are shared. The
years of captivity in Egypt, the escape from Pharaoh, the
years of wandering in the desert and the shaping of a people
under Moses is recalled. Someone may tell the stories of the
pogroms in Russia and the holocaust of Nazi Germany.
Psalms are read and prayers are said and finally the
benediction is shared in a shout of promise and hope: "Next
year in Jerusalem." Celebration and ritual reenactment mark
the event. In the eating and in the remembering, the story of
who the Jewish people have been and are is brought to mind.
In recent years there have been many debates on what
constitutes a Jew. Who is a Jew? The simplest answer that I
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know is: whoever knows this story and identifies with it,
that person is a Jew.
When our children were young, they often asked to hear
the story of their own birth. The first was born after ten
years of no children, a gift to our lives that the doctors had
told us we would never have. Nis, his mother and I were
together for the first time in that hospital room and over the
loudspeakers came a hymn, the reading of a psalm and a
prayer for the new day, the morning devotions at Lutheran
Hospital, Des Moines. The second child, Siri, came in a
hurry with Howard Christensen as surrogate father while I
was out of town, not even delaying her arrival until she got
to the hospital. That is a long story, a much told story. Lise,
our third, came in less dramatic fashion but she did interrupt
our planned attendance at a school fun night. That story has
been given many details in the retelling. And, finally, Arne,
our last miracle, was born on Christmas day, 1959. The
whole tale of how we kept Christmas that year is his story.
Many other stories belong to the Kildegaard household
and they help us to remember and to know who we are as a
family. Most are happy stories, but some are sad. Through
all these remembered stories there comes a naming and a
bonding; we know who we are, and we know to whom we
belong.
All of this is analogous to the rites belonging to the
beginning of life as this is perceived and practiced in the
Christian faith. There is celebration and ritual reenactment
in both sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist. In Baptism
the individual is identified with the story: the birth, death,
and resurrection of the Christ. The person is grafted into the
body; a bonding and a belonging is asserted. In that context
the person is named, an identity is given. In the words of
Jesse Jackson, we are "somebody."
So we think of the perennial stories that identify our
nation and our people as American. Last April you may
have watched the story of George Washington, a television
mini-series. The climax of that story dealt with Washington's
difficult and tenuous leadership through those long and
suffering years of the revolution. At the close of that
-54-

struggle, we were given a view of the officers of the army,
recent victors, cruelly neglected by the Continental
Congress. They were depicted on the verge of marching on
Philadelphia to effect a military takeover of the new nation.
Washington turns the situation around. History? Yes, but
more. The impression and the message of the retelling of the
story was very contemporary. This is who we are and the
democracy which we claim as our story and our heritage is
as fragile and as tenuous and as current as the conflict
between the self seeking impulses and the vision in our own
lives and times.
Not all American stories are noble. Concurrent with the
George Washington story, another television series reviewed
through an interview with Richard Nixon, the events of
Watergate seen 10 years later. Watergate, hot on the heels of
Viet Nam ... another story which helped shape who we are
as a people today. These are stories that we explore and will
continue to explore to get a better sense of the dark side of
our own identity. Our history and our self understanding is
given to us in our stories. The dark stories with a minimum
of mythologizing are essential to us. Read the works of Bruce
Catton or Carl Sandburg to learn the legacy of the Civil
War. Read The Big Sky or other stories by A. B. Guthrie
who wrote about the West; we each have our favorite
authors. And depending upon who those authors are we
each have some sense of our identity. Story tellers pick and
choose. Our stories will differ and so will our sense of who
we are; so also will our politics and our view of the future.
One of the primary purposes, as I understand it,
perhaps the central purpose of this annual gathering of the
Pacific Northwest Danish Cultural Conference, is to
remember the story, our story, and through that to get a
firmer grasp on our own identity. To be more exact: what
does it mean to be an American of Danish extraction today?
Each one of us will have a slightly different answer to that
question because each one of us will have a different
selection of stories and a different interpretation of those
stories from which to draw our conclusions.
Authorities
calculate that about 300,000 Danes
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migrated to America between the years 1870 and 1910.
Before that a trickle of immigrants came and after that only a
few continued to come. The major corpus of what I would
call the Danish American heritage took shape during those
four decades. That statement itself constitutes, of course, an
interpretation which relies upon those stories which are
important in my own remembrance and understanding. The
question is not just what happened to those immigrants and
their descendants, individually and collectively, as they
forged out their new networks, their new definition, in a new
country. The question is a process of selectivity. Which of
those stories did they and we choose to remember and how
do we choose to interpret these?
The daily newspaper which I happen to read at home
modestly calls itself the World's Greatest Newspaper
(WGN!). You will remember it as the newspaper that ran the
banner headline in 1948 that Tom Dewey was elected
president. Sometimes I read another paper from another
great city that has a motto: "All the news that is fit to print."
That is, of course a blatant falsehood on two counts. Lots of
fit news never does reach print and all that does appear is
obviously not fit. We all tend to be revisionists both in what
we remember and what we choose to forget. We have
historians who research, who pick up and explore stories
from our past which have been relegated to obscurity but
which for one reason or another we need to lift up and
examine. Who is to decide what is "fit" and what is not?
Even in this group, I would expect that considerable
diversity exists. An interesting exercise would be to list those
stories from our past which we each consider to be important
(fit) to our identity - and to compare those lists.
Hansen, Jensen, or others with similar surnames living
in Provo or Salt Lake City, Utah, would have quite a
different description of the Danish American heritage than
the one that I would recognize. Their definition or criteria of
what might be considered "fit" to record and remember
would not correspond to that out of which my identity is
drawn. The remembrance of the large number of Mormons
of Danish descent does not focus on the hymns of Grundtvig
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or the Folk School movement and H0jskole-Sangbogen, or
upon the celebration of life and humanity in the spoken
word and the folk arts. I am not sure what their
remembrance might be but I suspect that a significant part
would be from a more deprived and barren spiritual or
cultural climate and from times of economic hardship and
depression in late 19th century Denmark. That kind of
impoverishment set the stage for other stories, out of which
many were attracted to the promised land of the prophet
Brigham Young. Other stories, another pilgrimage another identity.
One of the books that I have enjoyed reading during the
past year is Isak Dinesen, the biography of Karen Blixen.
That book is written out of still another context than that of
the Denmark recalled in Salt Lake City or that which is
remembered in the stories with which I am the most familiar.
But there are points of contact with people and places and
events which make the story all the more fascinating for me.
When Fylla and I spent a year in Denmark some twenty
years ago, we made some contacts with literary circles and
were exposed to some of the contemporary literature. That
part of our stay in Denmark formed a scattered and disconnected chapter. Intellectually, I had some vague
knowledge of Georg Brandes and the furor that he caused in
Danish letters and culture in the last quarter of the 19th
century. Again, this was not the milieu out of which my own
identity had taken shape. But at the same time, there were
forces and shapes and feelings which had touched people
that I had known, and when I read Thurmond' s book about
the life and work of Isak Dinesen, there were "ahas" for me
and things began to come together. In a somewhat oblique
fashion, those stories did have something to say to me concerning the land and people out of which my own identity
had come. If nothing else, the same language which had been
hospitable to the dreams and aspirations alive in the songs of
my childhood had also given home to their creativity ... and
language is no small bond when identity is spoken of.
The phrase, Danish American heritage, is broad broader than my personal history and the stories which have
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been formative for me. My primal images center about
country or small town churches with nearby parsonages and
a meeting house or "forsamlingshus." The furnishings were
simple but definitive: stall bars along the walls, a piano and a
bookcase alongside stacked with song books of two or three
different kinds, a stage and a speaker's podium, and, finally
a stack of folding wooden chairs along the back wall to be
pulled out and set up as the need presented itself.
The furnishings told the story, at least in part: the
gymnastics, the singing, the folk dances and round games,
the occasional amateur theatrics (usually Elverh0j or about
someone who had been lost for a long time who finally came
home for Christmas) and the frequent, endless lectures. The
lectures I have forgotten and yet it is these that I remember,
that give substance to the story. It was usually a visiting
honorary who spoke, someone from Denmark, or from Des
Moines, or another preacher. His subject was never
provincial. It was historical in the broad sweep as it referred
to the world, to the mythology of the North, to the gift and
miracle of Dannebrog, to the patriarchs of the Israelites, to
the destinies of the American nation, to the need for the
preservation of our language, and the relationships between
these and other cosmic themes. I am not sure what was said,
my main recollection is falling asleep supported by the ample
arms of my mother.
The "forsamlinghus" was used in other ways besides
being the locale of our very own chantanqua. For several
weeks every summer those of us who were young and who
belonged to this place went to school there. We studied the
stories of the great heroes of the Old Testament, we studied
the Danish primer and learned to read that language which
came so naturally at home, and we heard the stories of Norse
mythology of Odin and the hammer of Thor and that rascal
Loki. Somehow, deep in my psyche, Loki gets linked up with
Luther's catechism and his evil reminds me of my own sinfulness. We sang and we learned the dances. We were a world
quite complete unto ourselves. Outside were all the others:
Roman Catholics, and blacks (yes, there were such in Cedar
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Falls) and others of other marks and persuasions. Our world
was at the same time narrow and broad.
Let us return to the newspapers that I referred to earlier
- both the Tribune which calls itself the World's Greatest
and the Times which prints all that is fit to print. Both are in
the business of telling the stories of the day so that the
readers may know and through knowing understand the day
in which they live. But as we know very well the papers
themselves are selective; and each has a point of view, a bias
in that selection. If the readers are really to understand their
day, they must gather their data from more than one source,
even from sources which are unfamiliar and which themselves have made choices or selections not in line with the
reader's point of view.
I doubt that any of us have the time or are that
intentional about seeking the meaning of each day that we
would do that kind of newspaper research. But perhaps in a
broader sense, if we seek the meaning, the understanding of
our lives by knowing where we have come from, this does
suggest an inquisitiveness
and an openness to the
remembrance and exploration of all our varied stories. As
Danish Americans, there are stories that we hold in
common; there are other stories which are uniquely yours as
there are some that are only mine.
In my understanding, there are at least five major
strands or threads in the formation of the Danish American
heritage:
1) The Grundtvigian of Folk School tradition.
-In this country, this centered at such places as Grand
View College, Nysted, Solvang, Tyler, Ashland, and West
Denmark.
2) The "Inner Mission" or those of Vilhelm Beck's
awakening.
-This strand had more in common with traditional
pietistic Lutheranism.
-They
are identified as the "Forenede" or United
Danish Lutherans and their center was at Dana College,
Blair, Nebraska.
3) The Mormons
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-They formed some of the largest Danish colonies,
consider Provo and Salt Lake City.
4) The non-churched (we called them the "free thinkers," a
name of which I have always been envious).
-This was part of the humanist-secular movement; we
might consider them children of the Georg Brandes
contribution.
5) None of the above.
-These were the non-aligned who formed their own
network; who revered King and culture. The Danish
Brotherhood/Sisterhood,
and other lodges typified this,
which is not to say that many from the other four groups did
not become part of this network.
To the above mix, one has to add what has happened to
all these folk in the century and a half that the Danish
American heritage has been in the process of formation in
this country. We can list just a few of these:
-their own religious/ church controversies.
-the formation of isolated religious/ cultural communities.
-the drought years of Nebraska; the depressions.
-the trek Westward.
The list is drawn from my own awareness; I am sure there
were definitive events in the lives of the Danish Mormons,
for example, of which I have never heard.
Our points of intersection can also give credibility to
those stories that describe separate roots. Your story can
illuminate mine; your story perhaps reminds me of forgotten
events or gives perspective and depth to those events that are
remembered. That speaks to the growth and the excitement
that comes from sharing our stories with one another. The
particular life and cultus that lived in the circles of the
Danish lodges were not of significance in my own family and
background. We knew, of course, of that strand, but the
church had traditionally looked askance at secret societies,
especially as far as the clergy is concerned. But the
congregation that I served for six years early in my ministry
was largely composed of people active in these lodges. I was
naturally included in their social events and knew these as an
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authentic part and expression of the Danish American
heritage. I also became more clearly aware of that which
defined my own life.
It seems to me that we could describe analogies to this in
various areas of our lives. If I were to describe my own faith,
my own religious identity or convictions, I would begin with
those specifics of my own personhood and the realities from
which I have drawn my own life. But then I would go further
to describe in ever larger concentric circles the families of
faith to which I feel that I belong. Often, usually, when life
thrusts us into a larger circle and we affirm that movement,
there are really two things that are going on. We become
aware of a new network, a new and expanded family with
new riches and belongingness. But we also become more
sharply aware of who we are and where we have been. That
happened to me years ago when I became a graduate student
at Yale Divinity. My prior theological studies had been
within the rather limited confines of Grand View Theological
Seminary. This was a new and liberating context. But I also
became more keenly aware of the central realities of my own
personal identity. In the ecumenical setting of New Haven, I
discovered why I was a Lutheran. Later when our church
became part of the Lutheran Church in America, many of us
were driven into a deeper awareness and understanding of
the heritage and background of our particular branch of
Lutheranism. When we forget or neglect our stories, we are
homogenized, but in our remembrance our identities are
profiled. For the 25 years we have lived in Chicago, this has
been going on. For ten of those years, Johannes Knudsen was
a part of and a companion in that process. But for the past
fifteen, we have been the "Danes" on campus. Part of that
role has of course been in jest, but another part has been the
responsibility and at times demand upon me to pursue and
articulate my story as others share their particular stories so
that the common life of all of us is enriched.
Knowing one's own particularity becomes the key or
entrance into the universal. The remembrance of our own
stories opens us up to an awareness of the brotherhood that
we share with others. If we try to describe the Danish
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American experience of the past century and more as a
single, monolithic structure, we will be forced to make all
sorts of value
judgments.
This experience,
this
rememberance qualifies, but that one does not. How many
people will this description satisfy and who will be offended
by this story? A consequence of such efforts would perforce
be a innocuous and tasteless soup which none of us could
affirm. But out of our anthologies, our respective collections
of stories, something far more exciting comes.
I have a particular name, as do you. Those names themselves have histories that set them aside as special. But
together we possess a common language and that allows us
to exchange remembrances. As our language has itself a
history, it gives us a shared identity, and in the discovery of
that we find our homes with others. In this case we are
pursuing that possibility within the Danish American
heritage. Nor may this ever be described as an end in itself. It
is rather a goal named in order that it may also be told and
shared with others. The others have other roots, other ethnic
backgrounds who also remember as we do, seek a more
complete grasp of their own identities. And the goal which
they have in common with us is a fuller realization of our
own humanity.

-62-

Greenland 1948-1985: From
Reorganization to Home Rule
and Beyond
INTRODUCTION
This article is not, strictly speaking, Danish American in
content. However, Greenland has long been a concern of the
United States. Secretary of State Seward who purchased
Alaska from the Russians in 1867 gave some serious thought
to the acquisition of Greenland also. Since the early days of
World War 11, United States troops have been stationed in
Greenland as part of our strategic defense system. The
Danish American Heritage Society has always taken a broad
view of what is Danish American, and we believe this article
fits into that broad view.
by BENT THYGESEN
I am an anthropologist and I have selected information
which supports the anthropological view of the situation in
Greenland. You would get a different impression of what is
happening in Greenland, and what has been happening there
since the beginning of the Danish colonization, if this had
been written by a political scientist, or an economist, or an
historian, or a Danish politician.
My principal sources of information are:
1. Atuagagdliutit/Gr~nlandsposten,
a weekly newspaper
published in Godthab, Greenland in both Danish and
Greenlandic, a variant of the Eskimo language which is
spoken, with some local and regional differences, from
Greenland across Canada and Alaska into eastern
Siberia.
2. The monthly journal, Gr~nland, which is published by
Det gr0nlandske Selskab (The Greenland Society) in
Charlottenlund, Denmark.
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3. My own Master's Thesis from 1964, entitled Economic
and Educational Changes in the Culture of West Greenland Since 1721.
4. My own experiences in Greenland while I was the foreman of the newly established government ship repair
yard at Frederikshab in 1953-54.
Greenland Today
Greenland is the largest island in the world. Its total
area is 840,000 square miles, about the size of Mexico.
714,000 square miles is covered by the ice cap or inland ice
(indlandsisen in Danish). The remaining 126,000 square
miles along the coast are the only area that is suitable for
human habitation. This area is somewhat larger than the
state of Oregon which _has 96,000 square miles, and seven
times as large as Denmark which has 17,000 square miles of
territory.
In spite of its relatively small size, Denmark has 5
million inhabitants whereas the much larger habitable
territory in Greenland has only 50,000. Of those 7,000 are
Danes and 43,000 are the people whom the Danes call
Gr0nla?ndere (Greenlanders). The difference in population
size is due in part to differences in geographical location,
climate, and natural resources between the two countries,
and to the fact that Denmark has had a much longer period
of industrial development capable of supporting a large
population than Greenland has. Greenland has only become
part of the industrialized world after World War II.
Greenland has few natural resources. There are some
lead deposits at Mestersvig in East Greenland. They were
mined during the 1950s, but the mine was closed in the early
1960s. It was difficult both to mine the lead and ship it out.
The pack ice prevents ships from coming up the coast for
more than 10-12 weeks a year.
There are also some coal deposits in West Greenland.
The coal is mined only for domestic use because the quality
of the coal is too poor for export, and some Greenland
residents prefer oil-fed furnaces to coal-fed stoves for heating
their houses, even if oil has to be imported.
The mining of cryolite at lvigtut in southwestern Green- 64-

land has been an important part of the Greenland economy
for many years, certainly since the beginning of the present
century. Cryolite is important
in the production
of
aluminum, but it is estimated that the deposits will have been
exhausted by the year 2000.
Some domesticated reindeer are kept on Disko Island in
West Greenland and there are some sheepherders in southwestern Greenland, but reindeer and sheep, while providing
a stable and secure livelihood for a few hundred people, are
relatively insignificant in the Greenland economy. Nor do
the few hunters that remain in northwestern Greenland, and
in East Greenland contribute much to the modern economy.
The modern economy of Greenland is based almost
exclusively on the presence of fish of several species in the
Greenland waters. Of these, the cod fish are the most
plentiful and the most dependable. Therefore, they are the
main focus of the fishing activities of the commercial
fishermen of Greenland, as well as fishermen from other
countries. But the occurrence of fish from season to season is
somewhat unpredictable
because it is conditioned by
fluctuations in the temperature of the sea water.
To understand the present emphasis on commercial
fishing, we must review briefly the history of Greenland, and
the social and material aspects of the traditional Eskimo
culture. I use the term "Eskimo" for the people and culture of
Greenland prior to the Danish colonization and "Greenlander" or "Greenlandic" for the later indigenous people of
Greenland and their culture. This distinction is consistent
with conventional usage in Danish sources about Greenland.
A further distinction is made between "Greenlander" and
"Dane" with respect to Greenland. A Greenlander is a person
who is born in Greenland and for whom the Greenlandic
variant of the Eskimo language is the native tongue. A Dane,
on the other hand, is a person for whom Danish is the native
tongue, whether that person is born in Denmark or in
Greenland. Birthplace and language are more important
than physical characteristics
in distinguishing between
Greenlanders and Danes for many Greenlanders look as
European as do the Danes. The similarity in appearance
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between the Danes and some Greenlanders is due to
exchange of genes between the two population groups since
the beginning of the colonization.
Greenland of the Past
A thousand years ago, Eskimos of the Thule culture
entered northwestern Greenland from Ellesmere Island in
Canada. They lived in communal houses in settlements of up
to 200 people sustained by whale hunting. They lived simply
and survived by sharing in the hunt and in the spoils of the
hunt.
On arrival in Greenland, the Thule people had two
kinds of boat: the one-man kayak and the larger, open
skinboat called umiaq, which was used for whaling. The
Thule people in Greenland seem to have concentrated so
much on whaling and the use of umiaq that the kayak went
completely out of use. Their descendants in northwest
Greenland lost all memory of the kayak and only reacquired it when it was introduced in 1863 by Eskimos from
Baffin Island who settled among them. While those
descendants, called the Polar Eskimo on account of their far
northern location, have continued to hunt whales on a
limited scale, they now also hunt seals and walrus. In the
pursuit of those smaller sea mammals, the hunt has become
somewhat individualized, but the traditional pattern of
sharing food has survived.
Some of the Thule people began to migrate south along
the west coast of Greenland not long after the first arrival. In
the process they found themselves in territory with more
open water and less ice, with fewer whales and more seals. In
response to the new environmental factors, they developed a
seal-hunting culture with small dispersed settlements, onefamily houses, and individualized hunting from kayak. On
each little settlement, sharing of resources continued. It was
that culture, the Inugssuk culture, that the earliest
missionaries to Greenland encountered on their arrival in the
18th century. At that time, whaling was still practiced in one
location, Frederikshab or Paamiut, on the west coast.
The principle of sharing has persisted into modern times
among the Greenlanders. In 1953-54, I worked with two
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Greenland boat builders at the shipyard at Frederikshab. I
had my tools and they had theirs. It disturbed me at first if I
couldn't find my tools when I needed them. But as soon as I
understood that it was customary for them to use any
available tool without asking, whether they owned it or not,
I began using their tools without asking, and that was
precisely what they expected me to do. Before I left
Greenland I went around to gather up my tools and I
succeeded in recovering all of them except one handsaw, but
I have no proof that one of the Greenlanders had it. It could
have been taken by one of the workers from Denmark. On
one occasion I had caught one of them trying to take off with
my carbonundum grindstone.
About the same time that the Thule people entered
northwest Greenland, Erik Thorvaldsson, called Erik the
Red, was exploring southwest Greenland. Erik was an
Icelander though born in Norway. In 982 he was exiled from
Iceland for three years because of manslaughter. He spent
those three years in Greenland. Upon his return to Iceland at
the end of the period of his exile, he pursuaded some 300
other Icelanders to accompany him back to Greenland where
he had chosen to settle. We are told that it was Erik who
named the new land Greenland, and where he had been the
country was green.
The Icelanders in Greenland maintained themselves for
about 400 years by raising sheep as they had done in Iceland.
Between the beginning of the 15th century and 1721 there
were only sporadic contacts between Greenland and Europe,
and there is no trace of the Icelanders after about 1480. The
reasons for their extinction remains obscure, but evidence
from graves suggests that the last of the Icelanders were
malnourished. Because of a prolonged period of cold
climate, they might not have been able to continue raising
sheep. Eskimo legends also suggest that warfare between the
Eskimo and the Icelanders contributed to the Icelanders '
extinction.
Before the period of isolation from Europe, the
Icelanders in Greenland had become Christians. For awhile,
they even had their own bishop. Early in the 18th century,
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Hans Egede, a Norwegian clergyman, began to express his
concern about their state of religion. If they had survived,
had they maintained their Christian faith or had they
reverted to their pre-Christian religion? In either case, it was
imperative that they be converted to the Lutheran faith
which had been adopted in all the Scandinavian countries as
a result of the Reformation which had taken place in Europe
during the period of isolation.
In the 18th century, Norway and Denmark were still
united under the Danish crown. Hans Egede obtained the
favor of the Danish King Frederik IV, who made it possible
for Egede to have three ships outfitted for his voyage to
Greenland. The ship that Egede and his family were on, and
one of the other two ships arrived on July 3, 1721 near the
place where the town of Godthab was later built. The third
ship suffered severe damage in a storm at Cape Farewell and
returned to Bergen, Norway.
Hans Egede made several trips by boat into the
territories where the Icelanders had lived. He found no trace
of them.
Having failed to locate the Icelanders, Egede began his
trading and missionary activities among the Eskimo he had
encountered on arrival. Conversion was slow, for the
colonial policy required the missionaries to be traders as
well. They had instructions from the king and from the
trading company in Bergen, which had put up most of the
money for the expedition, to do what they could to make the
venture pay for itself by acquiring Eskimo products for sale
in Europe. For that reason, and to make it possible for the
Eskimo to remain self-sufficient, the missionaries advocated
and supported the continuation of the pattern of small
dispersed communities that would permit the Eskimo to
maintain their seal-hunting way of life and provide the
missionary-traders with items such as blubber for European
oil lamps and baleen (the horny filter in the mouth of some
whales) for the hoop skirts of European ladies.
The pattern of dispersed settlements meant that the
missionaries themselves had to travel to where the Eskimo
lived to trade and to preach Christianity. They gradually
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trained some converts to be cathecists who could give others
instructions in the cathecism and thus prepare them for
baptism by the missionaries. But the last Greenlander to be
converted was not baptized until 1925, more than 200 years
after the beginning of the Danish colonization, which began
with Egede's arrival in 1721.
In 1733, another group of missionaries entered Greenland. They were the Moravians, also called the Hermhuts,
from Moravia, a former Austrian province, now a part of
Czechoslavakia. They were supported generously by their
congregation in Moravia. With the supplies they received
from Europe, they were able to implement their policy of
population concentration and support their converts at their
mission posts. They encouraged the Eskimo to move to the
posts for religious instruction rather than going out to the
Eskimo settlements as the Scandinavian missionaries did.
This approach had two effects: the Eskimo became
dependent on the mission, and conversion was accomplished
much faster in the Moravian than in the Scandinavian
districts. The Moravian conversion efforts were so successful
that all Eskimos in the Moravian districts had been
converted by 1900. That year, the Moravian missionaries
left their posts and returned to Europe, leaving their converts
without a subsistence basis. The converts no longer knew
how to hunt for a living because they had become dependent
on the mission.
The Scandinavian
missionaries urged the Danish
government to take positive steps to aid the Moravian
converts, and sheep were introduced in 1906. That the sheeprearing experiment has been successful is due in so small
measure to the fact that the Moravian posts happened to
have been situated in the very areas where the Icelanders had
demonstrated that sheep herding was possible.
After an initial, relatively brief period of private enterprise during the early phases of the Danish colonization,
Greenland became a closed country to which only
missionaries, colonial administrators, people in the service
of the Royal Greenland Trade Company, and scientists had
access. The step to close the country was taken by the
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government to facilitate trade with the Greenlanders without
competition from private companies to pave the way for the
Greenlanders' entry into a new kind of society. The
government had planned a slow transition from subsistence
living based on hunting, fishing, gathering, and sharing to a
European way of life based on production and profit.
Commercial fishing was part of that plan and was advocated
as early as 1910.
Effects of World War II
World War II disrupted the government's plan. Final
preparations for the transition had to be made before they
were anticipated. When Denmark was occupied by German
troops on April 9, 1940, all direct contact between Denmark
and Greenland broke down. Greenland was at that time
divided into two administrative units: North Greenland,
administered from Godhavn,
and South Greenland,
administered from Godthab. Each division had a governor
who was appointed by the Danish government.
The Greenlanders were still predominantly seal hunters,
but they were no longer self-sufficient. They functioned
within the Danish money economy and bought European
goods in the stores of the Royal Greenland Trade Company.
They wore European clothes, shoes, boots, caps, and
mittens; they used enamel pots, cast-iron skillets, and
modern metal tools; and they could buy tobacco and a
variety of canned goods in the stores.
When communication with Denmark was severed
because of the occupation, the two governors in Greenland
met and agreed that one of them assume jurisdiction over
all of Greenland while the other go to Washington, D. C. to
try to work out an agreement with the American government for supplies from the United States. Eske Brun stayed in
Greenland, and Aksel Svane moved to the United States for
the duration of the war. With the assistance of the Danish
envoy to the United States, Henrik Kaufmann, an agreement
was reached. As the shipments began to arrive, the
Greenlanders became accustomed to products and labels that
were different from those they were used to. Through their
exposure to the new shipments and to the Canadian and
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American military bases that were later built in Greenland
by agreement with Henrik Kaufmann, many Greenlanders
for the first time became aware of a world beyond Greenland
and Denmark.
Towards Reorganization
Because of their exposure to the wider world around
them, the Greenlanders after the war were unwilling to return
to the conditions inherent in the policy of the closed country,
and the Danish government realized that a return to the prewar conditions was impossible. Instead, a decision was made
to improve and reorganize the Greenland economy to bring
the living standard of the Greenlanders up to the level of
Denmark and other West European countries in the shortest
possible time.
In 1948, the United Nations passed its Declaration on
Human Rights which said in part that colonial subjects
should be given the opportunity to decide for themselves
whether to remain colonial subjects or become independent.
The Danish government gave the Greenlanders two choices
for determining the future of Greenland: Greenland could
remain a colony or it could be incorporated into Denmark as
an integral part of the kingdom with a status equal to that of
other parts. Independence was not mentioned. The government's decision to leave independence out of consideration
seems, in retrospect, to have been a wise one. The
Greenlanders voted for incorporation in 1953. They had no
·wish to remain colonial subjects and they seem to have
understood that they were not ready for independence. Nor
do they ever seem to have wanted independence. The Danish
government,
however,
misinterpreted
the vote for
incorporation to mean that the Greenlanders wanted to be
like the Danes. Nothing was further from their minds. What
they wanted was a special status comparable to that of the
Faeroe Islands within the Danish kingdom. In other words,
they wanted self-government, or home rule. They seemed to
have realized very early in the process of economic
reorganization that only in that way could they retain their
cultural, ethnic, and linguistic identity.
To raise the living standard of the Greenlanders, it was
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necessary to expand the economy and concentrate on the
utilization of those natural resources which could support
the new economy. That meant the modernization
of
commercial fishing.
As a first step in developing a viable fishing industry,
the then Danish prime minister, Hans Hedtoft, appointed in
1948 the so-called Greenland Commission, a group of some
SO individuals representing the government, the Danish
fishing industry and various sciences relevant to the
utilization of the fish species available in the Greenland
waters. The members of the commission spent two months
in Greenland during the summer of 1948, acquainting themselves with the geography and economic potential of the
west coast. Their findings and recommendations
are
contained in the large report published in 1950 and called
Gronlandsbetcenkkingen. I call the report The Greenland
Resolution in English, for it is more than a set of considerations. It is a blueprint for economic and social development
in Greenland.
As we have seen, the maintenance of the former selfsustaining hunting tradition required a dispersed population,
but commercial fishing needs at least some degree of population concentration where the fishing boats are moored and
the fish processed. The commission recommended development of settlements in locations adjacent to the fishing
grounds and with rooms to absorb people from other settlements which were to be depopulated.
Danish demographers define a city as a population
center with at least 2,500 people. By that criterion there was
only one city in Greenland in 1948, namely Godthab, with a
population of about 4,000. Godthab was one of the settlements chosen for development and it has now over 10,000
inhabitants. Another was Frederikshab which had 400
people when I was there in 1953-1954. Today, it has over
5,000. Smaller settlements, that we can call towns, include
Holsteinsborg, Sukkertoppen, and other west coast sites
which have become foci of the fishing industry. A third
category of settlements is the village.
The initial reorganization plan called for the evacuation
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of the villages and a concentration of the people from the
villages at the towns and cities. That plan has been strongly
opposed by the Greenlanders who consider many villages
viable as a basis for a mixed economy of hunting and smallscale commercial inshore fishing. The government has also
recently come to the conclusion that the Greenlanders have
been right all along, and some villages are now being
equipped with small fish processing plants.
Reorganization
The transition from a subsistence economy based on
sharing to a profit economy based on competition has not
been a smooth one for the Greenlanders. The reasons for
their difficulties are cultural, environmental, and political.
Modem commercial fishing is done by men. In the
traditional culture, men in their prime were the hunters.
Fishing was done by women and by men too old to hunt.
The reorganization plan sought to turn hunters into fishermen. It has only worked in those areas where the men were
already somewhat familiar with commercial fishing . It has
only been partly successful among the hunters of the
northern part of West Greenland. Some of them responded
to the technique of persuasion by moving to the core areas ,
but they soon left to return to their villages where they have
continued to live by hunting. Some families in outlying
villages in th~ south moved because they thought they had to
move. During the colonial period, they had become
conditioned to accepting a suggestion from an administrator
as an order . That misunderstanding was eventually cleared
up. No one was forced to move, but the implementation of
the policy of population concentration made it difficult for
people to stay in the villages that were judged non-viable.
They were given no assistance for maintaining life there ,
whereas they were given cash rewards for moving and loans
on favorable terms to acquire housing in their new locations.
In the new locations they were sometimes resented by the
people who lived there who did not qualify for housing
assistance, and who saw the newcomers as a threat to their
j_obs. The newcomers sometimes found that they could not
adjust to the conditions in the towns, but when they
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expressed a wish to return to their villages, they were told
that travel assistance was given only for a move to, not away
from, the towns, and they ended up staying in the towns.
They, as well as those who could not adjust to fishing and
could find no other permanent job because they had no
training, often became day laborers and welfare recipients
whereas, in their own villages, they had been independent.
The reorganization plan was based primarily on the
knowledge of the presence of large numbers of codfish in the
waters of southern Greenland in the 1940s and 1950s. Little
thought seems to have been given to the records of how the
fish got there. How did they get there? Their presence was
due to a warming trend in the North Atlantic and in the
Greenland waters. This trend started in the 1920s. The seals
along the southern west coast responded by moving further
north and the cod from the North Atlantic moved in to take
their place. The change in the habitat of the seals and the cod
gave the Greenlanders of the south two choices. They could
move north with the seals and continue to hunt or they could
stay. Most of them stayed. By the time the Danish
government began to implement the reorganization plan,
many of them were already partly dependent on small-scale
inshore fishing from small boats. One of my acquaintances
from Frederikshab, Anthon Petersen, got his start in fishing
that way, but he had graduated to a 20-ton fishing boat by
the time I knew him. His son Peter, whom I also knew,
became the first Greenlander to own a SO-ton fishing vessel
which he acquired in the mid-1960s. Anthon, who died in
April of this year at the age of 76, was also a politician. He
was a member of the town council at Frederikshab when I
knew him, and a member of the provincial council during
the period 1963-1967. Peter has continued the family
tradition of ocean fishing.
It was not altogether by choice, but rather from
necessity, that other small-scale fishermen became big-scale
operators. The possibility that the warming trend might be
reversed does not seem to have been considered in the
formulation of the plan. When the government in the late
1950s became aware of the fact that the waters were indeed
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beginning to cool and that the cod were beginning to leave
Greenland,
another
large-scale
investigation
of the
environmental conditions was carried out. The findings of
that investigation are published in a report call G-60 (the
Greenland resolution of 1960). It does not deviate in
substance from the report of 1950, but it emphasizes the
desirability of concentrating on bank fishing rather than
inshore fishing and it recommends the acquisition of larger
vessels for fishing on the banks.
Since the Greenland fishermen started fishing on the
banks, they have had to compete with foreign trawlers. The
Greenland fishermen do not use trawls as extensively as the
foreign fishermen, but longlines. Some foreign fishermen,
notably West German trawlers, pay little attention to the
lines, and it happens that the lines are cut and the catch lost
when a trawler goes through them. Through the Danish
fiskeriministerium (ministry for fishing), the Greenland
fishermen have repeatedly protested the conduct of West
German fishermen to the West German government, but
rarely do they get any satisfaction or compensation from the
loss of their catch and gear.
While there are fluctations in the temperature of the
water from year to year, the cooling effect, though very
gradual, has continued till the present day. The water on the
banks is colder today than it was 30 years ago. The colder
waters, coupled with overfishing because more fishermen are
competing for fewer fish, have resulted in a declining cod
population. To maintain their livelihood, some Greenland fishermen have diversified their fishing activites to
include salmon fishing as a supplement to the cod fishery.
But the salmon fishery has led to conflicts of an international
nature. Salmon are anadromous. That means that they are
spawned naturally in rivers or artificially in river hatcheries,
that they descend to the ocean when small, and that they
return to the rivers several years later as adults to spawn a
new generation. Some of the salmon caught in Greenland
waters are tagged. The tags show that few of them were
spawned in Greenland rivers. They appear in the Greenland
waters because one of their feeding grounds is in the Davis
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Strait west of Greenland, but most of them were spawned in
rivers in Canada and Scotland. Some also come from rivers
in England and the United States, and a few from rivers in
Denmark and Sweden. Those circumstances have led
Canada in particular, but also Britain and the United States,
to launch a protest against catching their salmon in
Greenland waters. The protest led to an international
agreement in 1972 according to which the Greenland fishermen are only allowed a small quota of the salmon found in
the Greenland waters.
Denmark's membership in the European Economic
Community (EEC or the Common Market) has also caused
problems for the Greenland fishermen, with repercussions
for the Greenland economy in general.
The Common Market and Home Rule
Greenland became an integral part of Denmark in 1953.
Although Denmark, because of the exceptional position of
Greenland with respect to reorganization, gave the Greenlanders preferential treatment and special concessions to lead
them into the industrial age, Greenland had no special status
within the kingdom comparable to that of the Faeroe Islands,
which have had home rule, their own flag, and their own
unit of currency (1 Faeroese krona equal to 1 Danish krone)
since 1947. When Denmark officially became a member of
the Common Market on January 1, 1973, Greenland, therefore, also at that time joined the Common Market even
though the Greenlanders, in the election held on October 2,
1972 in both Denmark and Greenland to determine membership status, had overwhelmingly opposed membership for
Greenland. In Greenland, 13,656 out of 24,373 eligible
voters voted . 4,062 votes were cast for membership and
9,594 against.
The Greenlanders' interest in home rule was revived
following the admission to the Common Market as more and
more of them began to see membership as a threat to their
economic security because fishermen from other Common
Market countries legally began to fish in the zone previously
reserved for the Greenland fishermen. They knew that attainment of home rule was the only means by which they could
-76-

hope to regulate the use of their own territorial waters. The
drive for home rule, which began with the appointment by
the Provincial Council of an all-Greenlandic home rule
committee in 1972, gradually gained the support of many
Greenlanders and the recognition of the Danish parliament.
In 1974, a joint Danish-Greenlandic home rule commission
was established for the purpose of formulating criteria for
the introduction and subsequent functioning of home rule.
The Danish parliament on November 29, 1978, passed a law
to allow an election in Greenland to settle the question of
home rule. The outcome of the election held on January 17,
1979, established home rule effective from May 1, 1979. In
West Greenland, 12,709 ballots were cast in favor of home
rule, 4,687 in opposition to it; 508 ballots were blank, and
235 were invalidated. I have been unable to discover the
election results from East Greenland, but the votes there
were apparently too few to have had any significant impact
on the results in West Greenland.
On February 23, 1982, the Greenlanders voted for the
second time on membership in the Common Market, this
time not in whether they should join or not, but on whether
they should leave or not. In 1972, they had voted not to join;
in 1982 they voted to leave. 12,615 voters were in favor of
leaving, 11,180 were in favor of remaining in the Common
Market. As of January 1, 1985 Greenland will no longer
belong to the Common Market.
Since 1977, the Greenlanders have identified themselves
very closely with other arctic peoples in Canada, Alaska, the
Soviet Union, and Finland, Sweden, and Norway through
the ICC, Inuit Circumpolar Conference. They should be able
to build further on those contacts to retain their cultural,
ethnic, and linguistic identity while developing economic ties
elsewhere. They cannot base their future entirely on the few
natural resources they have, but they have an alternative
which does not seem to have been explored. With an initial
assistance of Denmark they could perhaps build up a fleet of
merchant ships in which to haul cargo for other nations, as
Norway has done. To do that, however, they must have
their own flag.
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Book Reviews . ...
A Place Called Dana
The Centennial History of Trinity Seminary and
Dana College 1884-1984
Reviewed by GAIL Q. UNRUH
by Peter L. Petersen (Printed by Acme Printing Company,
Omaha, Nebraska) Copyright 1984, Dana College , Blair,
Nebraska, 231 pp, $15.00 .
Blair, Nebraska, located some twenty miles north of
Omaha, is the home of Dana College and Trinity Seminary.
Together, these companion institutions formed one of the
focal points of Danish immigrant efforts to establish themselves in their new homeland and to preserve elements of
their cultural heritage. In the opening pages of his A Place
Called Dana, Peter L. Petersen declares his desire to accomplish four interrelated goals: to write a history of the two
associated institutions of Dana College and Trinity
Seminary; to illuminate some of the accomplishments of
Danish-Americans; to highlight the significant contribution
to higher education of small, church related liberal arts
colleges; and to integrate these diverse experiences into the
larger framework of general American history. An assessment of Petersen's work, however, reveals that while he has
succeeded with the first two of his goals, the latter two
largely have eluded his grasp.
Petersen, first and foremost, has produced a narrative
history of Dana College . His is the chronicle of an institution
as it developed from rather tenuous origins to become the
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stable Lutheran liberal arts college it is today. Implicit in
Petersen's work is a commitment to the kind of college and
learning experience that can be had at Dana and at similar
small, church related institutions throughout the land. Also
implicit is his admiration for the Danish heritage out of
which Dana College grew and which it still makes an effort
to preserve.
Without doubt, Petersen's strongest chapters are the
first ones in which he explores the background of the Danish
Lutheran Church in the United States. Those efforts formed
the seed from which grew Dana College and Trinity
Seminary. Here Petersen is able to pull together the story of
immigrants searching for a way to preserve their culture in a
new world setting with the tension between the factions that
made up the Danish church - the Center, Grundtvigians,
and Inner Mission. Since a common religion often served as
an important source of individual and group identity among
immigrants, the divisions among the Danish-Americans, as
Petersen speculates, may have aided in the process of
assimilation. In any case, Petersen correctly points out, that
the difficulties were exacerbated by the fact that the United
States had no state church to which the factions could appeal
for legitimation of a specific position. Instead, the only
possible mediating institutions were ones they created to
serve that purpose. It was in that vein that Theodore Helvig,
a Grundtvigian and President of the first Danish-American
seminary founded near Luck, Wisconsin, sought to heal the
breach by including representatives of the Inner Mission,
prominently represented by Peder Sorensen Vig. That effort
failed after only a few years, however, leaving the Danish
church divided.
In the atmosphere of factional discord, Blair Church,
founded in 1884, and Dana College came to represent one of
the factions of the Danish church in America. Moreover,
with the failure of the seminary in Wisconsin, Dana and its
sister institution, Trinity Seminary, came to have increased
importance, especially in the wake of its merger with the Elk
Horn branch and the accession of Peder Sorensen Vig to the
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Presidency of Trinity Seminary, a position he held on four
different occasions.
Apart from tracing the history of these early doctrinal
disputes and polemics, Petersen's narrative remains a sedate
chronicle of the growth and growth pains of Dana College.
The story of that growth involves an increasing professionalization of both faculty and curriculum as well as a
steady movement toward assimilaton. The latter process has
occurred in spite of efforts to maintain some form of contact
with traditional culture, an effort that has attracted official
visits from representatives of the Danish government.
No one can doubt that the story of Dana College is, so
far, one of success on a difficult path. Nor can one doubt
that the alumni of Dana maintain warm feelings for their
alma mater. Petersen has traced that path and has tried to
invoke a sense of the ambience of Dana College through the
fond reminiscences of alumni and mention of the exploits of
the athletic teams. We find, however, that Petersen of ten
does not follow through with an examination of his
assertions. He argues, for example, that small church
oriented liberal arts colleges have made important contributions to the field of American higher education, but treats
that assertion as axiomatic. Although he offers us the
testimonials of successful alumni, a discussion of the essence
of what an education is all about and what are to be its aims
needs to be done more expansively. In short, while his
argument is, admittedly, one with which all of us would like
to agree, it rests on indirect proof at best. No where in
Petersen's book is there a discussion of the nature of
education such as can be found in such works as Diane
Ravich's The Troubled Crusade.
Similarly, although Petersen specifically addresses the
notion of the conflicting pressures of assimilation and the
desire for cultural distinctiveness, he glosses over the fact
that Peder Sorensen Vig was a passionate student of DanishAmerican history. Even though Vig had been an influential
figure in the history of Dana, his study of Danes in America
barely merited a mention. Indeed for some years during the
formative period of Dana and Trinity, Vig was the President
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of the latter while a proponent of "an American path,"
Kristian Anker, was President of the former. Taken
together, these two men would seem to have represented
opposite poles in the conflict Petersen asserts he illuminates.
Yet, the drama of that personal as well as ideological conflict
is not found in the pages of his work.
Thus, the final anyalsis of Petersen's book must rest on
two considerations. As a history of Dana College it is a
success. Even as an examination of the historical background
of the attempt to adapt the Danish Folkekirke to the new
realities of life in the United States, Petersen's book offers
valuable observations. His hope, however, to write a book
that would integrate the story of Dana College into the
broad mainstream of American history must meet with a
more qualified assessment. To the extent that he has traced
the path of assimilation, Petersen has examined a particular
facet of Danish-American history, and of other immigrant
groups who experienced analogous events and pressures. We
do not, however, really see the interweaving of cultural
textures to form an American culture of rich, complex, and
subtle art. Instead, we see an institutional history, one which
charts the course of a particular college. Petersen has striven
to give us a sense of place and, while that effort has merit, it
does not achieve its full potential.
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Den lange plovfure
Reviewed by RUDOLFJENSEN
By Enok Mortensen (chr. Erichsens Forlag, K0benhavn ,
1984). 232 pages, $7.50 plus $1.00 handling and postage at
Grand View College Bookstore, 1200 Grandview Avenue,
Des Moines, IA 50316 and at Nordic Books, P. 0. Box 1941,
Philadelphia, PA 19105.
In the postscript to his novel, Den lange plovfure, Enok
Mortensen notes that it is a fictional book portraying the
Danish pioneer minister's role and significance in the great
immigration of the nineteenth-century.
He further states
that, while this is a novel, it has deep roots in DanishAmerican history. I think these stipulations are both
necessary and relevant to this particular novel in which
many first and second generation Danish-Americans will no
doubt recognize episodes and characters from their own
past.
I would like to suggest that, Den lange plovfure, also
develops the basic themes and tensions of American
immigrant literature in general and of Danish-American
literature in particular - not the least of which includes
Mortensen' s Mit folk (1932), Saledes blev jeg hjeml0s (1934),
and Jeg vcelger et land (1936). Specifically, the text of Den
lange plovfure continues the dominant theme of alienation
- both economically and personally - among first and
second generation immigrant families. Despite the fact that
the protagonist, minister Peter Bro, is a Grundtvigian,
whose quest in life begins and may end "positively" for him
in the small town of Manstown, Michigan, the all too many
negative occurrences in his daily life (in particular with his
family) belie any kind of optimistic denouncement to either
his life or to his religious practice.
Consequently, the primary theme of this novel is one of
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alienation. Specifically, alienation is shown in four primary
human relationships:
1) Alienation of Danish immigrants from the Danish
Society of the old country.
2) Alienation of first generation Danish immigrants
from American society.
3) Alienation
of the second generation DanishAmericans from their parents (and also from Danish ways).
4) Alienation between husbands and wives (spouses) of
the first-generation immigrants.
After an introductory chapter that is both exciting and
violent where the newly-arrived immigrant pastor Bro
physically throws Mans town's drunk and bully out of his
first church service, chapter two shows the alienation of Bro
and his future wife, Signe, from their families in Denmark.
Peder Bro, the first son of a fairly wealthy farmer, was born
and raised in Jutland. Consequently, socio-economic mores
presumed that he would take over the family farm when he
became thirty years old. "Men Peder Bro afslog h0fligt men
bestemt at tage imod den. Han ville ikke vc:Erebonde, han
ville l<Ese... " 1 While his father was willing to encourage
Peder Bro to take the winter course at a folk school, he
couldn't understand why Bro wanted to become a minister
and even less why he wanted to emigrate to America.
"Sadan noget vr0vl! Hvornar havde en selvstc:Endig
bondes f0rstef0dte s0n forladt sit land for at prc:Edike
for fattige udskud i et land langt borte?. . . Samme
efterar rejste han fra byen og begyndte pa studierne, og
to ar senere lukkede Bros far sine 0jne. Garden blev
overtaget af en fjern sl<Egtning... " (p. 13)
While Peder Bro estranged his nuclear Danish family,
Signe even more radically alienated hers when she chose to
leave her father to join Bro in Manstown, Michigan.
"Far, jeg har pr0vet at glemme Bro, men det nytter ikke.
Han tr<Enger til mig, og jeg ma tage over til ham. Du ma
pr0ve at forsta mig og tilgive mig.
Den gamle prc:Estblegnede.
Vil du virkellig lade mig vc:Erealene her?" (p. 17)
Both Peder Bro and Signe B0gild significantly deviated from
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the norms of their late nineteenth-century Danish society,
particularly because there was no political, economic, social ,
or religious reason for their emigration. In fact, both were
from comparatively wealthy families and they could easily
have lived quite comfortably had they chosen to remain in
Denmark. Another dimension of this intergenerational
conflict is later shown by the obvious lack of communication
between Peder and Signe and their two children, Helge and
Ragnild.
The second sphere of alienation in the novel is the
estrangement of the first-generation immigrant from the
mainstream of American society. Not too surprisingly, this
phenomenon is most poignantly felt by the wives. In what
has traditionally been viewed as a man 's world with its
physically tangible trials and tribulations is reversed in Den
lange plovfure , where Signe is forced to take on the daily
practical responsibilities while Peder attends to the
intangible or spiritual dimensions of immigrant communities
- often to the detriment of his family.
Signe first perceives the nature of her life as an
immigrant and as a pastor 's wife shortly after she arrives in
Manstown, Michigan.
"Hendes liv var ligesom klaveret, et ustemt, disharmonisk instrument, der ved en m<Erkelig skcEbnens tilskikkelse var strandet i denne fjerne afkrog af verden."
(p. 23)

During Signe Bro' s life in America she miscarries four times,
loses an infant daughter, and gives life to three healthy
children, two of whom survive to adulthood. Because of
Peder Bro' s parochial commitment to the life of the
community centered around the Danish-American Church,
he essentially ignored his family life - both wife and
children. As Signe observed as she was dying on the plains of
Nebraska,
"Hvordan er jeg dog kommet her?
Skal jeg nogensinde fa ro i sindet? Gud, Hvor var det
trist altid at v<Ere en fremmed .. . Var det den m0rke
skygge af skyld, der altid halsede i pa hende, uanset
hvor langt hun var hjemmefra og l<Enge hun levede?
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Hun burde v~re glad og tilfreds, havde hun ikke b0rnene og Bro 7 Men selv blandt dem f0lte hun sig somme
tider som en outsider." (p 123)
Signe had always perceived herself as an outsider in
American society while Peder did almost nothing to support
her in her arduous physical and psychological trials. With
his narrow sense of dedication to the immigrant church he
never played any meaningful role as a husband or a father.
In fact, he was so committed his rear-guard attempt to
maintain the ethnic and language purity of Danish Lutheran
Church in America that he not only became alienated from
the mainstream of the American Lutheran Church, but he
also lost any human contact with his wife and two children.
To the end of his ninety-year life, Bro was an intransigent
Danophile in an America of religious and ethnic transition.
He simply had no comprehension of the multi-ethnic quality
of the United States, and particularly of the possibility that
non-Danes were also human beings.
The third area of alienation in Den Zangeplovfure exists
in the relationship between the first and second generations.
Even so, this particular form of estrangement between
generations is not unique to this novel; what is exceptional
however, is the fact that this alienation endures for the lives
of the characters. The Bro's son, Helge, is a blowhard
("vindbuetel"), and their daughter, Ragnild, is beautiful but
silly ("en falmet sk0nhed men en dum gas"). While Helge's
difficulty in successfully developing as a contributing
member of society could be textually attributed to his
responsibility for his younger brother's death, there exists no
similar explanation for Ragnild' s personality. This simply
indicates it is very likely that there may be a family problem,
which in this case is shown to be the father, Peder Bro.
Helge remains
the stereotypical
dreamer
and
equivocator,
or penny-ante
small businessman,
who
continues to be economically dependent upon his fat her until
Peder finally dies. On the other hand, Ragnild directly rebels
against Peder by leaving home to marry a Pole, Bill
Larkowski.
Throughout
their adolescence and early
adulthood,
both Helge and Ragnild prefer American
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identities to Danish. They prefer to speak English; they have
non-Danish friends; and they feel little affiliation for the
religion of their parents. Their mother, Signe, recognizes this
conflict between generations and she struggles to act as an
intermediary with Peder Bro. However, true to his character
and belying his name as bridge, Bro ignores the situation and
attempts to dominate his children through sheer will-power.
It is clear that he fails in this attempt and permanently
alienates his two surviving children.
Still, there are two quite significant dimensions to this
type of generational alienation in Den lange plovfure. First is
the fact that both Peder Bro and Signe B0gild Bro
dramatically alienated their parents when they decided to
emigrate to America. Peder was the oldest son of a fairly
wealthy farmer in northwest Jutland, and thus, by all
cultural and socio-economic norms, he was expected to take.
over the farm. Peder Bro did not; instead he first attended a
folk school and then a seminary so that he could become a
Lutheran minister who could emigrate to America and
preach to the Danish immigrants. The Bro family farm was
subsequently taken over by a "distant relative" when Peder's
father finally died.
Following Bro' s ordination in Denmark, he worked as
an assistant minister to a Lutheran bishop of the State
Church. This bishop was a widower who lived a cozy
"biedermeier" or "petit bourgeois" existence with his only
daughter, Signe. She and Peder fell in love and after he
departed for Manstown, Michigan, Signe realized that she
would have to join him in the new world. Thus she, as a
well-educated young woman, left her comfortable home in
Denmark for a radically different life in America - a change
that she never really managed. Signe' s decision to leave her
home and her father was utterly incomprehensible to her
father who died shortly after her departure. Both Peder and
Signe made major breaks with their families in order to
emigrate to America and their two children made similar
breaks Signe and Peder, i.e., a repetition of generational
conflict. Yet, the Bro children's situation was exacerbated
from simple conflict to a definite alienation because Peder's
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Danish jingoism and general narrow-mindedness precluded
his understanding any of the cross-cultural stresses and
personal ambiguities his children suffered as second generation immigrants.
A second and perhaps hopeful sign in the Bro family is
the daughter of Ragnild and Bill Larkowski - Lise. She, as
the third generation of an immigrant family, represents the
generation of family rediscovery.
"Hun gik pa college og lceste dansk, ville vcere socialradgiver ... <let l0d utroligt - hans barnebarn viste nu
interesse for de vcerdier, hendes mor og tilsynladende
ogsa Helge havde vraget!" (p. 205)
Lise has learned to speak Danish; she physically resembles
her grandmother (mormor); and she will soon travel to
Denmark in order to rediscover parts of her parents'
families. Finally, in a clearly optimistic symbolic ending to
the novel, Lise continues to ring down the sun at the church
as the ninety-year old Peder Bro dies. "Han havde aldrig
vceret gladere i sit liv." (p. 232)
The fourth and final relationship characterized by
alienation is that between Peder and Signe Bro. Initially, it
might seem reasonable to consider this essential conflict to be
based on class differences. Peder Bro was the son of middleclass farm family who had little formal, i.e., classical
education, and Signe B0gild was raised in an upper-class
milieu and had had a very good education. Yet, while this
contrasting social and educational background clearly
affected their respective responses to the American experience, the fact remains that both Peder and Signe consciously
chose, as young adults, to leave a comfortable life in
Denmark for an unknown future in the United States.
The basic difference between them as husband and wife
is to be found in their conflicting personalities and in their
divergent attitudes to life in America. This essential
dissimilarity is shown by comparing their views of their
early experiences in America. First is Signe's view:
" ... og sa var denne by ikke andet en et virvar af gra,
umalede og grimme skure ... I fremtiden skulle hun
omgas simple mennesker, udskud, so memigrerede,
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fordi de var for fattige og for initiativl0se at klare sig
hjemme." (p. 24-25)
This is Signe' s early view of America and it remains basically
negative throughout her life, although this view is very likely
caused and often intensified by an insensitive, intolerant,
and itinerant husband.
In stark contrast are Peder Bro' s views of America.
"Han sa sig sj~ldent tilbage, for ham gjaldt kun nuet og
fremtiden ... Bro var for urolig til at kunne studere og
reflektere, han var altid pa vej et eller andet sted ...
Hans rejser blandt landsm~nd skyldtes ikke rastl0shed,
det var blot, hvad han ansa som sit kald, sin gerning."
(p. 35-36) " ... U dvanderne er ogsa et folk, de er som
grene pa stammen, ogsa de har dybe r0dder, de er et
stykke af Danmark, og det er pa en eller anden blevet
en del af mig, det er mit folk, jeg f0ler mig dybt i sl~gt
med dem og har viet mit liv til at dele deres kar." (p.
(p. 53-54)

Peder and Signe Bro are two dramatically different personalities with the potential for perceiving their shared life in
America in two radically different ways. Signe came to
America and married Bro because she loved him and
committed her life to him; Bro, on the other hand, came to
America because he had committed ("viet") his life to serving
Danish immigrants within the institution of the Danish
Lutheran Church. In the novel, Peder and Signe may well
love each other as man and woman, but there is no question
that Peder's first and foremost commitment in life is to the
community of the Danish Lutheran Church.
Bro misses Signe' s first miscarriage in Mans town
because he was away from home on pastoral duties. In
addition, he was at home neither for the live births of their
four children, nor for Signe's two later miscarriages. Yet, the
turning point in Peder's and Signe' s conjugal relationship
occurs in New Denmark, Wisconsin. Up until the tragic
death of "k~led~ggen," Frede, Bro and particularly, Signe,
were never happier in America.
"Fru Signe var gladere ved livet, end hun ellers havde
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vcEret, siden hun torlod LJanmark ... et nyt Danmark."
(p. 80)
After little Frede' s drowning, for which his brother,
Helge, is physically responsible and for which Bro is morally
responsible, the Bro family recognizes that they must leave
the settlement of New Denmark. Peder needs the challenge
of serving newly-arrived Danes in Nebraska, and Signe has
permanently lost her hope for a better future in America.
"Siden lille Frede druknede, er det, som om noget er
visnet ogsa i mig .. . jeg kan ikke vcEre her l«Engere...
jeg kan aldrig blive glad mere her . . . " (p. 105)
In Nebraska, the Danish settlement thrives, but Signe' s
condition
rapidly deteriorates
following two more
miscarriages and the death of a newborn daughter.
"Lige f0r Jul havde hun f0dt en lille pige, der sygnede
hen og d0de kun fa uger gammel. Hun havde v«Eretnedbrudt pa sj«Elog krop lige siden." (p. 127)
Signe equates the barrenness of the prairie with her own
barrenness as she succumbs to a body-wracking cancer. The
contrast with Peder could not be more stark.
"I 1905 kunne Peder Bro fejre sin femogtyvende ordinationsdag. Han var knap tres ar gammel, endnu rask og
kraf tig." (p. 140)
Characteristically, Bro was so involved in his ministry
that he failed to observe his wife's difficulties. In a litany of
the suffering lives of immigrant women, the narrator states:
"Der havde vcEret for mange barnef0dsler og aborter,
for meget slid, for mange bekymringer. Vinterstormene
havde fejet kulde dybt i hendes indre, sommerens sol
havde bagt og svidet krop og sj«El, hjemve' og skyldf0lelse havde gnavet i sindet disse mange ar ... " (p. 147)
In fact, Signe comes to play a greater, if tawdry, role in Bra's
memory than she ever did in his life.
" ... hun stod sa levende for ham som aldrig f0r. Mindeme myldrede frem i hans sind, varmende men ogsa
smertende. Med jy0sk fam«Elthed havde han sj«Eldent
sagt meget til hende, han var for tilbageholdende til at
kunne give personlige f0lelser ord, nu var hun sj«Eldent
ude af hans tanker ... "(p. 158)
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Peder Bro continues his narrow quest as a Danish
Grundtvigian Lutheran minister with a move from Nebraska
to the well-established congregation in Newstead, Iowa, and
he finally moves back to Manstown, Michigan, where he
had begun his ministry in the United States. Along the way
he has alienated both of his children, his wife, and has also
been rejected by the mainstream of the Danish-American
Lutheran Church, which had gradually become more
American much to Peder's aversion. "Der var ikke meget
tilbage af Manstown ... ogsa han var blevet en anden og
vidste det godt." (p. 194) During his last years in Manstown,
Bro' s single aim is to live until he is ninety. The words of his
disciple, Arild Kolding, perhaps best explain Bro' s later life
and also function as a kind of eulogy.
"Den gamle var jo n<Esten allerede d0d og vidste det
ikke, ville ikke vide det ... hvor meget af en ener han
har v<Eret. .. de troede virkelig pa noget og satte livet
ind pa det ... "(p. 218-19)
And finally, "Han er simpelt hen blevet Amerikaner uden
selv at vide det." (p. 227)
Pastor Peder Bro dies on the evening of his ninetieth
birthday as his granddaughter, Lise, rings down the sun in
the church, and as the narrator observes, "Han havde aldrig
vcEret gladere i sit liv." (p. 232) Thus, Den ZangepZovfure is a
novel of one man's life, and a quite narrow life it is indeed.
Pastor Peder Bro is wholly committed to the Danish Church
and its mission to serve the Danish immigrant. Because of his
principled and conscious responsibility to minister to the
Danish immigrants, he sacrifices his family, i.e., his parents,
his wife, and his children.
Yet, while the novel is essentially an individual story of
alienation which is a theme common to many immigrant
novels, the dominant nature of the alienation between
spouses represents a relatively uncommon dimension of
alienation. Because of the way this specific theme is
consistently developed throughout the novel; because of the
comments in the epilogue; and finally because of the title
chosen, I conclude that Den ZangepZovfure was intentionally
written as a novel of alienation. It describes one man's quest
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to serve the church, but Enok Mortensen has very clearly
shown how humanly costly this quest was for Peder Bro.
The long furrow could just as appropriately have been called
the narrow furrow.
FOOTNOTES
1 Enok Mortensen Den lange plovfure (K0benhavn: Chr . Erichsens
forlag, 1984) , p. 13 . All ensuing citations from Den lange plovfure are
indicated by parenthesized page number following the excerpt.
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Danish Emigrant Ballads and Songs
Reviewed by DONALD K. WATKINS
Edited by Rochelle Wright and Robert L. Wright. Music
arranged and transcribed by Richard P. Smiraglia. (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press 1983), 302 pp. $30.
This collection of 116 Danish ballads and songs
illustrates that popular music, having entertained a
particular era, maintains a valuable afterlife in the historical
record of the culture. The edition of selected Danish street
ballads by the daughter-father team of Rochelle and Robert
L. Wright, a Scandinavianist and a musicologist, will
especially attract people brought up in the Danish-American
tradition of vocal music. The Wrights have edited the
emigrant street ballads as if to order for a public which
values history and music equally. In fact, Robert L. Wright
has edited similar volumes previously: Swedish Emigrant
Ballads (1965) and Irish Emigrant Ballads and Songs (1975).
The present third volume in the series "Ballads and Songs of
the Western Migration" neatly interweaves the strands of
music history with Danish social history during the period of
the Old Immigration.
In her introductory essay, Rochelle Wright points out in
fascinating detail that the nineteenth-century street ballad
served as a (scarcely reliable) bearer of news, gossip, and
sentiment before literacy reached a high functional level in
Denmark. These street ballads were the products of authors
whose need was more often profit than artistic expression. A
famous case in point was Julius Strandberg (1834-1903) who
personally wrote 3,000 of the some 10,000 songs he
published during his career. The demand for street ballads whose inexpensive format varied from a single printed sheet
(broadside or broadsheet) to many but small pages
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(chapbook) - was high: Strandberg might sell half a million
copies in a good year through his network of dealers and
door-to-door salesmen. The melodies of street ballads were
most often borrowed from other songs of the time, and the
text of the ballad molded over the melody. Strandberg, for
one, chose popular tunes, a selection which no doubt
improved sales and the longevity of particular ballads. The
melodies were not always Danish; John Yolk's "Farvel til
Denmark" (1866) was sung to the music of "Columbia, the
Gem of the Ocean."
The melodies, insofar as they are known, are grouped
separately in the book, and this will be a physical
inconvenience for the many who will wish to play and sing
the ballads of yesteryear. The original Danish songs and
their English translations appear side by side, grouped in ten
major categories: songs promoting emigration; farewell
songs; the journey; songs about the Mormons; the flight of
the socialist leaders Louis Pio and Paul Geleff (1877); songs
about love; homesickness and nostalgia; humorous and
satirical songs; and Danish-American songs. The DanishAmericans, the editors note, may have heard many street
ballads before emigration, but they did not favor them in the
United States. They preferred to develop a musical tradition
reflecting their own experience as Danes in America (cf.
Sangbog for det danske Folk i Amerika, first and sixth
editions in 1891 and 1931).
The Wrights' work is scholarship at a high point: wellknit exposition, good documentation and footnotes, useful
bibliography. Equally to the point, Danish Emigrant Ballads
and Songs will endure as a valuable resource, well worth its
present price, for the non-scholarly fan of the pleasant
melodies and narrative songs that amused, alarmed, and
comforted several generations of Danes.
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Reflections
Reviewed by OTTO G. HOIBERG
by Olaf R. Juhl, printed by American Publishing Co.,
Askov, MN, 1984, pp. 405, illustrated. Available from the
author, 635 Prairie Center Drive, #228, Eden Prairie, MN
55344. $10 plus $1 postage/handling.
This book represents a unique combination of genealogical data and interesting personal narrative accounts of
the individuals included in the treatise. In the Preface, the
author states that the volume was originally intended for
circulation among his relatives, here and in Denmark; but
most of the nineteen "stories" as he aptly labels his chapters,
are of general interest to any reader who enjoys well-written
and rather distinctive character sketches. In addition, the
entire text is enriched by periodic references to the history,
geography, agriculture, religious factions, and social
customs of Denmark.
As a lad of ten, the author left home to serve as cowherder and farm hand, while a sister and three older brothers
entered the labor market at ages eight or nine. This practice
of sending young children out to work for others was not
uncommon in rural Denmark of an earlier day - partly for
economic reasons; partly to acclimate the children to the
outside work-a-day world; but also to afford the parents at
least a modicum of privacy in a small home.
References are made to the historic boundary hostilities
between Denmark and Germany and to the somewhat less
than cordial relationships which have prevailed over the
years. Positive aspects, however, have by no means been
lacking. During the early 1760s, for example, numbers of
Germans were encouraged to migrate northward to assist the
Danes in the arduous task of transforming the stubborn
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heather country of central and western Jutland into
cultivable fields and also, incidentally, to teach the Danes
how to grow and eat potatoes - hence the name "Potato
Germans." Conquest of the heather was later resumed by the
ingenious Enrico Dalgas, of French origin, who conceived
the idea of planting pine and fir trees whose roots in due time
served to break up the troublesome hardpan which hitherto
had permitted only the heather to thrive.
The author throws interesting light upon the erstwhile
rather common evolution of names in Denmark. He cites the
example of an acquaintance named Jens Jensen who, because
there were several of that identical name and because he
happened to live alongside the highway, became known as
"Jens by the Road" (in Danish dialect: Jens ve ce vej). This in
the course of time became simply "Jens Vejen" (Jens Road)
and was ultimately Americanized by an emigrant relative to
"James Wayne."
Danish humor is also reflected in the presentations. At a
large dinner gathering, a waiter carrying a huge tureen of
soup tripped on the threshold and spilled soup all over the
floor. With complete composure, the waiter picked himself
up and majestically stated: "If you please - here is the soup
- the meat course will follow soon."
Other topics touched upon in this series of vignettes
include the lack of sympathy and understanding between the
pietistic "Inner Mission" families and the "Grundtvigians";
the folk schools, community lecture and gymnastics
programs; the origin of the "Christmas Seal" concept by the
Dane, Einar Holboel; and the author's psychological/
emotional transformation from an immigrant who during his
early years in USA "continually drew comparisons between
America and Europe," viewing America "with a visitor's
eyes" - into a well-adjusted American citizen who "no
longer had any doubt about where he belonged" but who
never ceased to regard his Scandinavian roots as a valued
treasure eminently worthy of respect, if not emulation, in the
evolving pluralistic cultural milieu of his adopted country.
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Goals and Objectives of the
DANISH AMERICAN HERITAGE SOCIETY:

To promote an interest in Danish American contributions
American life.

to

To encourage research in the life and culture of Danish Americans.
To serve as an agency for the publication of studies of Danish
American contributions to American life.
To provide a means of communication and education
individuals interested in the activities of Danish Americans.
To encourage the
records pertaining
lending support to
Danish Immigrant

for

evaluation, preservation and display of the
to the life and culture of Danish Americans,
the Danish Immigrant Archives, including the
Archival listing, and the Danish Immigrant

Museum.

To support the related activities
associations and organizations.

of other Danish American

To encourage and assist with conferences, meetings and endeavors
to stimulate interest in Danish culture, heritage and language.

